
“They doihH H&p 
they never ■wi'lVV’''hud been’Miky 

Vincent's dying" words obont the DbuHlf;; 
Diamond outfit, as he entrusted the', - • 

Big Five spread and his young daughfer,-Su 
to foreman t-ink Asbell. 

And Link quickly found bitter truth 
in the old man's warning when one of the 
Big Five's top hands was burned 
to death and a nearby rancher was 
gulched and nearly killed. 

There was no proof. But just by "coincidence" 
both men had stood in the way of 
a Double Diamond cattle run into the- 
Big Five's coveted Saddleback Hills country 

For a man of deeds, dangerous 
"coincidence" is as good as proof, especially 
vrhen the law is hamstrung. 

So Link Asbell hit the trail to fight 
fire vdth lead-slinging fire! 
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Putting ins hoixse to the trail’s steady lift, Link Asbell 
climbed out of the shadowed depths of Rosebud Canyon to 
the high meadows and timbered benches of the country 
beyond. Here he was met with the boisterous push of the 
cooling wind that at this time of day and season of the year 
always poured doNvn out of the loftier reaches of the Saddle- 
back Hills to replace the warm, rising thermals of the plains. 

Smoke odor rode the wind, which, mused Asbell, faintly 
smiling, was to be expected. For Packy Lane, as methodical 
in all tlie details of his daily living as he was crotchety and 
stubborn and completely faithful, would be cooking supper 
at this hour. By sundown the meal would be eaten, dishes 
washed and put away, and Packy sitting outside the line 
camp cabin door, nursing his rancid old pipe while watching 
twilight come dorvn across the world. 

At full dark he would knock die dotde from his pipe azc 
seek his blankets. Tomorrow morning he would be up wihe 
the stars were still bright, and by the time dav.m's h-.~ grsar 
flare exploded out of the eastern plains, fae c:ue r.-rux- 
fast and in his saddle, ready for the u erk cr me hi-- Ihere 
was no better or more dependable hue mder m dm business 
than Packy Lane. 

As Big Five foreman. Link .^beu made dus rrmc 
third week. One purpose u-us to cet r icim j dmrm nic al- 
ways acciuate report on the Kosebcc Crrex er rmge 
and tlie condition of the Big Fi-.e V rrmum ± Auinder 
was to fetch a fresh rapply ;r rrcc ruch m ojw r:ce m 
well stuffed flour sack behrcc AsteTs sande. hi — -or-- 
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besides the regular staples, there was a bottle of wliiskey . 
from Ben Dillon’s Imperial bar in town. ■ 

- This Packy would guard and ration- with loving care, so 
making it last until-, next visit, when a fresh bottle would 
show. For Packy %vas .an old man. who had reduced, the 
'problems'" of -living to their simplest' parts,- and long since" 
had learned how to wring the final drop of contentment from 
"each. ,- , , ■ , - 

AsbeFs horse, a solid, clean-limbed buckskin, .had been 
leaning rteadily and stmrdily into the lift of the hills. Now it 
broke stride and blew sharply, stvinging its head in sudden" 
uneasiness. For the smoke scent had abruptly thickened and 
it was not die clean, tangy breath of good, fat pine stove- 
wood. Instead, it was shot tiirough widi a queer mustiness 
which changed the musing smile on Asbell's lips to a pull of 
wry distaste. He stood high in his stirrups and searched the 
world all about Nvifh probing senses. 

Ahead, the trail crossed a narrow bench, climbed a short 
lift and circled past a thicket of jackpine timber. Beyond 
lay the little flat that held the line camp. Asbell put the 
. buckskin to a scrambling rush up the last rise and on past 
the timber thicket. Here he reined to an abrupt stop. 

, Where the line camp cabin had stood was Just a ragged 
area of charred blackness. From the center of this hjEted 
."waves of heavy, foul smoke, to be caught and whirled away 
by the wind. 

Asbell sent the buckskin closer, the animal protesting with 
tossing head and a gusty blowing. It edged to another uneasy 
halt and Asbell let it stay so, while, through a long pause, bis - 
glance fixed on the blackened cinder pile. 

In saddle and out, he was a tall, sparely built man, pos- 
sessed of an unsuspected rawboned physical power. His facial 
features were ruggedly irregular, \vith a level mouth above 
a hard sweep of jaw line. He was very brown, and against 
this deep weathering of his skin his eyes were a strong, clear 
blue, eyes that on the occasion of need could hold the 
bleakest of chills. The chill was in them now, and deepening. 

For, jutting up out of the mounded cinders "was the gaimt 
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skeleton of an old iron bunk, its metal frame ' and springs 
having defied tire flames. On that fire'scorchcd biuik lay an 
object tliat had once been a man. Now it was just a t^sisted, 
blackened nightmare. 

Another gust of turgid, greasy smoke enveloped Asbell, 
putting a sudden nausea in his stomach and die lift of bile in 
his lliroat. He reigned tlie fretting buckskin away and around 
to what had been the rear of the cabin. Here, a little apart, 
stood a small pole corral. Yonder, at the edge of tlie clearing 
was a boxed-in spring, its seepage feeding a straggling smear 
of green across the short flat. In the corral were two horses, 
and a saddle straddled the top rail of the fence. 

Clear of the smoke, Asbell made another careful surv'cy of 
the blackened debris. How had tliis thing happened? Without 
doubt, that object on the bunk was all tliat was left of the 
mortal remains of Packy Lane. Had he fallen asleep while 
smoking, with a live spark spilling from his pipe to set his 
bedding afire? Possible, Asbell conceded, but not likely. Such 
conjecture did not jibe ^vitl^ Packy’s fixed schedule of daily 
living. Tlie old fellow did not take to his bed until he was 
prepared to stay there for tlie night. And this was Packy’s 
supper time, not his bed time. 

Had the fire started from the stove? Again a possibilit)', but 
hardly probable unless for some reason the stove had upset. 
But it hadn’t upset. It w.as still upright, out tliere in the 
midst of the black wreckage. 

What to do? Very little, right now, Asbell decided grimly. 
Those smoking coals and cinders were still far too hot to get 
into. By moniing they would have cooled. Time enough to 
return then witli help and tools to dig a grave. In tlie mean- 
time he’d take Packy’s horses and saddle back to headquar- 
ters uadi him. 

It was a relief to turn to something tliat pulled one’s eyes 
away from that object on tlie bunk. Asbell dismounted and 
moved up to the corral. He slopped, staring at Packy’s sad- 
dle. Something was wrong, here. A moment later he had it. 

Fashioned from long habit, even the chore of unsaddling 
had become a ritual of c.xactness witli Pack'— ^--ane. When 


done, his saddle nlways occupied a certain space , on the . , 
corral fence, marked to a darkened smoothness- by much 
contact. Also, the blanket would be spread across die saddle ■- 
to air and dry. Neidier of these things were so now. The • 
saddle was . a -good two. yards; from its usual’ place/ and the-, 
blanket^ - instead of bemg spread across it, was ' biinched v ' 
under it. ' -' 

■ Asbeli’s .glance, ever sharpening, searched die earth about 
■ the corral gate. Here was a tangle of hoof prints and the 
occasional gouge of a boot heel, all too bluired and mixed up 
to signify anything. There was, however, one item that caught ' 
and. held attention. About a darkened patch of dust by one 
gate post, a scatter of green flies buzzed and crawled. With 
..a boot toe, Asbell stirred up some of the caked dust, then 
. dropped'to one knee for a closer survey. 

, . ■ Presendy straightening, he had another long, wary look at 
the world round about. All sound was the rush of wind in the 
timber tops, all movement the dip and twist of these same 
leafy crests. Here and there the last sunlight of the day -held 
a Iiigh-up, glinting touch, but close to the earth the coiling, 
flowing shadows were turning blue and heavy. 

- - One final time Asbell marked the smoking pile rvith its 
grisly content, after which he moved with s\vift purpose. He 
caught up the horses in the corral and loose-cinched Packy 
-Lane’s saddle on one of them. Stepping astride tlie buckskin 
and with tlie other two animals at lead, he went back the way 
he had come, down through Rosebud Canyon and out tlie 
mouth of this along the creek into the far-running, and now 
• deep-darkening miles of the plain. 

The Big Five headquarters was an oasis of light in the 
plains wide blackness. Windows of the ranchhouse were 
aglow, winking and beckoning. The hitch rail which curved 
in a quarter circle in front of the ranchhouse patio held sev- 
eral driving rigs along with some saddle mounts. Swinging 
past these, well out. Link Asbell heard the babble of voices • 
and the high gh'tter of a woman’s laughter lift across the night. ' 
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At tlie corrals the lank figure and slow drawl of Hughie 
Logan evolved from the star-shot shadows. 

"What’s thfs-what’s this? Cowboy, you’re not supposed 
to be back until tomorrow sometime. Wouldn’t Packy put you 
up for the night? You must have forgot his liquorK’ 

Asbell dropped • from his saddle, bluntly giving out his 
grim information. 

• "Packy ’s dead, Hughie.” 

"Whatl Dead?” 

“That’s it. And burned to a cinder.” 

“Oh, no!” protested Hughie swiftly. 

“Yes,” Asbell insisted. He stamped in a short circle to rid 
himself of riding stiffness. “The line cabin is just a pile of 
smoking coals. What’s left of Packy is lying on that old iron 
bunk of his. I don’t know how it happened. I only loiow what 
[ saw and what I know is so. Things were still too hot for me 
to get close enougli to do more tlian look.” 

For some little time Hughie Logan was still. ’Then he swore 
softly. 

“That sure is belli Poor old Packy. How could it liave 
happened?” 

“You guess,” Asbell said bleakly. "That’s all I c-m do.” 
He glanced over at tlie glowing ranchhouse. “Anotlier lively 
evening going on, looks like.” 

“Yeah— lively.” Hughie’s tone was disgruntled. “The boss, 
she got the idea kind of late, this time. She’s had Tonio riding 
all afternoon, carrying tlie word. Then he had to bring one 
of Rosa’s relations out from town to help. Damned if I c.an 
figure Sue Vincent any more. Seems she can’t think of any- 
tliing these days except a continu.al round of tliis whoop-de-do. 
But getting back to Packy. Wc got to do something. Link. 
We can’t just leave the old feller there tlie way you say he is.” 

"We’re not going to,” Asbell said. ‘Tirst tiling in the 
morning we ride out there, you and me.” He looked at die 
rancliliouse again. “Wlio’s here?” 

“Usual crowd. Some from towm. Then Tom and Cntliy 
Grant drove over. So did Ncls .and Mnnd"-'1adison. Of, 
coilrse, as you might expecL Mister Franl: D'- 
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• Asbeli untied the sack of food from behind his saddle. 

' “Put tlie horses away, Hughie-and catch me up a fresh 
one. I’m for town as soon as I get some supper.. I want to see 
Doc Jerome about Packy.” . • •. . 

He tramped around to the rear. of the'ranchhouse and 
stepped into a kitchen, full of light and warmth and the' stir of 
anxious activity. Here Tonio Diaz was busy with a steak knife . 
over a loin of beef, while his wife, Rosa, bustled about the 
big ranch . stove. Steam and savory odors swam through the 
room, ' sharpening the bite of Asbell’s hunger. 

Rosa turned at sound of his entrance. She was a buxom, 
woman, her round, olive cheeks strong with color from the ' 
stove’s warmth. She glanced at the sack of food. 

"It was not needed, Senor Link?” 

‘"Not needed, Rosa.” He lowered the sack into a comer. _• 
. "Your mistress— I would speak with her.” 

’ 'Rosa hesitated, visibly distressed. 

“If I call her away from her friends for even a little time, 

I know shell be angry with me. Already today she has scolded 
me, though as always, I do my best.” 

Tonio Diaz, small, wiry and very swarthy, looked up from 
■his work and spoke with a deep earnestness. 

"My Rosa and I, Senor Link, we have given the good years 
of our lives to this house, faithful to it and to its people. It 
was our happiness to serve the old master while he was alive. 
We have watched the daughter flower from child to woman, 
and we have loved and cherished her as our o\vn. Yet tonight, 

I must say thisi 

The wisdom and strength of the old master is no longer 
with us, and the time has come when Rancho del Cinco 
Grande again stands in need of a strong roan’s will and stern- 
ness. For life, Senor Link, it cannot be all fiesta. You must see 
our misb-ess and make her understand that. If she will not 
listen to you, why then-then-I” 

Tonio shook his head ruefully, turned up his hands and 
shrugged. 

Asbeli considered these hvo good people for a ^ave mo- 
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served. Tlicir loyalty it 


ment. Long and well had they 
sincerity were beyond doubt. He nodded. 

“i will see her and do what I can. After that I have busini: 
in town and will, want supper 'before I leave.” 

"It ^yil^ be waiting for you,” Rosa promised. 

Asbeir went out into the night again and circled the le: 
cast wing of the house. 

In founding his ranch, Mike Vincent had brought to :t ee 
tain definite ideas. As a brand he had chosen the first -eto; 
of his family name, and for a time the outfit had been .carw 
. simply as tlie Vee ranch. Imaginative cowhands, nr-n’ers 
seeking something more colorful and impressi\'e. toon to rni 
■ ing it the Big Five, and so it had become and se recnianen 


Another of Mike Vincent s fancies had been to ns 

ranchhouse in the shape of his brand. toTO imp ntoirprii 
wings containing between them a pah'o which facec me.'nnrn. 
The house had been built of hill stone, its whrrewcsien T.n]ij 
fort-strong in their thickness, holding at bay £25 T-nnc acr- 
tremes that any weather might bring. 

E.vcept for a single arched entrance, th= -rffir anmri rr are' 
pab’o was also walled. Within this area, am—ficnaf gntos 
wound between flower beds, with tosrern? am mney sTtorff 
and Cherokee roses drencfainE the wsZis 'sma macr ~rr z 
fugitive fragrance. 

Just inside the patio entranas, 
glance quick searching. Per; 
spraying thinly from deep, emr 
created an illusoiy mixture n: mt-a 
gave substance to these ■neanih nee 
shadows of them the nerl 

From one group A'el? Zlztzzszrz = 

lowed by his rolling larm ^ 

witli no guile in him a; m '"me mr am 
less tlian a shouL 

Carry’ing a tray. 3 'mm rm-fiam 
drifted about and rrw 
a glass. The a.mmt 5 r iamr cr zsi. rr.bm; 
nostrils and he Irew rr- 


srirc mr; 
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from to\vn. A successful lawyer, and not at all averse to 
advertising it, Charley smoked only. die very best cigars. _ 

;, 'At Asbell’s elbow, gently teasing, a'woman’s voice drifted 

‘iip. ‘ ' 

"It can’t bel Not Link Asbell in person, finding dime to 

-mingle?” - , , ■ ‘ 

He looked' do^vn at her. Slight and fair and always merry, 
Cathy Grant was a prime favorite with all who knew her. 

“Woman,” he charged, with mock severity; "you make me 
out a regular maverick. Am I really that bad?” 

She laughed gaily. 

"Perhaps not quite. But you are a sobersides. Link, 'always 
working, always with so much on your mind. Like now. Only 
'balf listening, while looking over my head for someone else. , 
Could that someone possibly be Sue Vincent?” 

He showed a brief grin. “How’d you guess? You locate her 
for me, Cathy, I’ll ask Tom not to beat you any more.” 

' Again came her merry laugh. 

“Thank you, good sir— thank you kindly. I’ll be happy to 
do my best. She was yonder with Frank Dalmar just a little 
bit ago.” 

. Cathy slipped away through the scented shadows. 

Asbell drew back slightly as he waited. 'The momentary' 
lightness of his mood while talking to Cathy Grant, faded into- 
sombemess. Frank Dalmar, it seemed, was increasingly in the 
picture of late. Asbell hoped, when Sue Vincent appeared, 
that Dalmar wouldn’t be with her. A moment later die hope 
was realized. Sue came alone out of the filtered glow. 

As always, sight of her sent swift emotion gusting through 
him. No other woman, he vowed, ever walked quite like Sue 
Vincent. Smooth effortless grace was as natural to her as was 
breathing. Put a crown on that auburn head of hers and she’d 
match any queen who ever lived. 

He stepped out of the deeper shadow and she saw him and 
came swiftly to him. Yet the moment she spoke, the warm 
glow of feeling left him. For her words were curt, her tone 
sharp with annoyance. 

"■W^hat is it. Link? Couldn’t it have waited until morning?” 
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He did not answer immediately, just stood quietly, a tall 
grave figure, stili of face, intent of glance. They had know: 
each other over a considerable time, had Link Asbell and- Su( 
Vincent. When first met, he was a lean, silent, twenty-year-olc 
cowhand, just signed on at Big Five by Mike Vincent, anc 
she a dashing youngster in her middle teens who rode wtl 
breakneck abandon, all slim grace and wild-flying hair anc 
.flashing, gray-green eyes. 

Well, that was ten long years ago, and it was, he thought 
becoming harder . aU die time to reconcile the open-hearted, 
exuberant girl of yesterday with this tempestuous, proud, afic 
disturbingly self-centered young woman of today. In one 
respect, however, the resemblance was strong. The fresh 
beauty of tlie girl had become sheer loveliness in the woman. 

Under the steadiness of his regard, Susan Vincent stirred 
restlessly. 

“Well?” she demanded again. "Was it really necessary to 
bother me at this time with some trivial ranch business?” 

Abruptly, real anger gripped Asbell and he answered with 
a matching curtness. 

“I’ll let you decide. I’m just in from Rosebud Creek. Packy 
Lane is dead up there— in the ashes of the cabin!” 

The bleak pronouncement of fact jolted her. She caught her 
breatlr, gave a tight little cry. 

“You’re sure?” 

“Of course. I was there. I know what I saw.” He brooded 
a moment, then went on, his tone bitter. "And while you may 
consider it trivial ranch business, to me it’s just a hell of a lot 
more important than all this sort of thing.” His gesture took 
in the patio and the people it held. 

She had paled at first word of Packy Lane’s death. Now 
indignant color flamed in her cheeks. 

“Do you have to be brutal? How could I have known you 
were bringing such word?” 

Her voice broke slightly and a quick moisture glinted in 
her eyes. 

You couldn’t, of course,” he admitted, grufily contrite. 
Sorry. But what I saw has been riding me pretty hai'd.” 
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. She turned away, dahhinp at her eyes with a wisp of haxul- 

ketcl^ief. Her tone was small, subdued. • 

“Pack>’ was one of my favorites. How-how c\nud such a 

tiling- happen?’’ ' v . i 

He shook his head. "Right now I don't know. But I intend 

making a good tiy at finding out." 

. There wns an inference in his words, and an empha.sis, that 
brought her curound to face Iiini again. 

' "You’re suggesting it wasn’t accidental?” 

Aibell slirugged. “Knowing Packy, and the exact schedule 
of living he held to, all day and eveiy day, both in linic and 
detail, I’m taking nothing for granted." 

. ■ “Then you are suggesting it.’’ She paused, luaiking tho 
impassive sombemess of his mood, then went on, protesting. 
“Who would want to harm a kindly old man like Packy— 
who and why?” 

“Maybe," Asbell suggested carefully, “they weren’t, think- 
ing of him as an individual .so much as.thej'-were him being a, 
part of Big Fii’c. Mai'bc. in -hitting at Packy, ihcj' iignred 
■ they were hating at the ranch.’’ 

“But why would anyone want to do that? Link, you don’t 
know. You’re not certain of anything.” 

Again he was silent, his eyes narrowed in conjecture. Again 
he shrugged. 

“Two things I’m veiy certain of. One is that Packy Lane 
is dead. The other is— tliere arc those who fought Big Five in 
the old days.” 

^ It was her turn to make a gesture, a quick, dismissing ono. 
‘Old days long gone and long forgotten,” 

Not so, he differed. “Gone, maybe— but certainly not 
forgotten.” 

^oure being ridiculous,” .she charged. “Wliy, one of my 
guests here tonight is Frank Dnlmnr." 

• Asbell drily. "But old Jonas Dalmar 

isn t. Neither is Bardo Sampson. They’re not here. Iml they’re 
stiU around and very much alive. And," he ended, with a 
injured significance, ‘Uiey do not like us and Uicy never 
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She flared. “Dad’s wordsi Must you always quote him?” ' 

“Why not? He was as wise and Jong headed a man as I ever 
hnew.. And so many times I heard him say it. ‘They do not 
like .us and- tlicy never will!’ Well, I believed Mike Vincent 
while, he was alive. And what was true tlien is true now.” 

She made a restless turn, up and dowm. 

“No one ever revered the memory of a father more than I 
do. Or loved one more dearly, or gloried more in his strength 
and fundamental goodness. But I was never blind to Dad’s 
faults— and he had several., The worst was his stubborn re- 
fusal to admit, or accept change. He clung to all the suspicions 
and unrelenting hatreds of the -bad old days. In such things 
he would never change, and he refused to believe anyone else 
would, either. And in that. Link, he was' greatly wrong.” 

Asbell shook his head. 

“I’m not so sure of that. Your father knew human nature 
exactly for what it was— and still is. Certainly I’ve seen no 
real change in it in my lifetime. And if Mike Vincent was of 
the old school, what makes you think Jonas Dalmar and- 
Bardo Sampson are not? They were of Mike Vincent’s time, 
and every influence* that touched him, must certainly have- 
touched them. So, if Mike Vincent wouldn’t change, what 
makes you think Dalmar and Sampson would, or have?” 

She had no ansAver to this, and he went on. 

“It’s your ranch. Sue— Big Five is— and Packy Lane was 
your rider. I thought you should know immediately what I 
found up there at tlie line camp. If the word has spoiled your 
evening, I’m sorry. But that was the way it had to be.” 

He went away then, througli the patio entrance into the 
wide night beyond. 



At the poker table in the Imperial, Doc Jerome spread his 
cards and glanced across at Bardo Sampson. 

•‘Three tens, Bardo,” 

Bardo Sampson had his look, cursed, spread stubby fingers 
and let his own cards flutter down like drifting -leaves. 

“Kings and jacks,” he growled. 

He was a tliick, stocky man with coarse, grizzled hair. This 
wasn’t tlie first hand to cost him. There had been several 
before it, and with each successive loss the color in his 
naturally florid face had deepened, the temper heat in his 
slightly protuberant eyes increased, and the surly outward 
roll of his heavy lips became more pronounced, laying upon 
him a look not far removed from a saturnine brutality. 

At Doc Jerome’s left, Jonas Dalmar leaned back, fished a 
cigar from a vest pocket and bit the tip ofiF it with an impa- 
tient, twisting snap of his teeth. Gaunt and derisive, he was 
long of face, widi a narrow jaw and a tight, sardonic mouth. 
His eyes were coal black, and, despite his near seventy years, 
bis equally black hair showed only a slight dusting of gray. 
As Bardo Sampson’s partner and joint owner of tlie Double 
Diamond brand, he felt free to comment as he pleased. So 
now, while searching anotlier pocket for a match, he made 
nasal, caustic observation. 

'Bardo, you can be the damnedest sucker! Won’t you ever 
get it througli that thick head of yours how weak two pair can 
be? If, in one pile, I had all tlie money you’ve lost, trying to 
buck threes wth two pair, Td, need a wheelbarrow to haul it 
away!” 
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On Bardo’s right, Whit Henderson murmured, “It’s the 
picture cards. To Bardo they always seem bigger tlian the> 
are. 

Bardo had taken his partners sarcastic- jibe in glowering 
silence. But now he half turned and erupted savagely. 

“Any time I need a bvo-bit storekeeper to tell me how to 
play a poker hand, I’ll let you know, Henderson’. Until then, 
keep your damn mouth shutl” 

With his remark, Whit Henderson had meant only a casual 
joshing, for he was. a mild, quiet man. When aroused, how- 
ever, he had plenty of spirit. So now his retort was quick and 
to the point. 

“Hell with you, Sampson! If a man can’t lose a hand or 
two at poker without turning sore-headed and nasty, then he 
shouldn’t play at all. Yeah, to hell with you!’’ 

Doc Jerome, shrewdly reading tlie signs, glanced at tlie 
clock on the wall above the bar. He pushed back his chair. 

“Getting along toward my sleep time. If I don’t get home 
pretty quick, Addie will be coming after me. On the strength 
of this last hand I’ll stand a nightcap all around. Beni" 

Behind the bar, Ben Dillon spread glasses and began open- 
ing a fresh bottle. 

Over against the far wall, where he’d been sitting in a 
tipped-back chair. Sage Wingo stirred and showed interest. 
Better than a full hour ago he had come into the Imrerfal 
with the reek of fresh horse-sweat strong upon him. He hm 
met a guarded, questioning glance from Jonas Dahnsr arc 
had answered with the faintest of nods. After v-hfeh he rrc.c 
a chair against the wall and with hat pulled lew r-.-er his er-es. 
remained a silent, motionless figure. Xrw. D'-'C- 

Jerome was buying, and whiskey on s.'— ecne she's rrare'-' 
was a thing Sage Wingo never refused, sc he rrevee ce ree 

bar with tlie rest of them. 

Physically, he was a I'ostly ugly mam Zh h.'C7i* me hrrh 
he was bony and angular and fenseh/ rcr rrgethe:^ ~i& hn- 
head was startlinglj’ large and rcund. arc hi? dreu heny-' and 
puffed and soft looking. .MnSr-racf’d was htev Dec yncire 
had once described him. Bur i wes a mschic dies, 'wth 
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• -nn as were 

le, cold eyes as devoid of esp 

.^^eutral-colored hair ‘=°J°^^toss oE the wide- 

;ek. Casoally ohserv d, "d he osvared a repota 

M^gachig. \"^pson holdings, and he 
iread Dahnar & ;^elti,' when aroused. 

[on for Jen Dillon’s bar quiet under tlie 

Tlae hands of *^^„ison lay dark and q of 

Dutside, the to^f Isbell night. However, 

stars. On ® bed at this hour of . Aboard and trvo 

finding Doc Jere^ xniperial bar. and a b kb^ ^ ^ 

there was hg ^ ^ ^nik so he eci^ Saturday night 

saddle broncs Doc sat m on a 

here. Brst. For Asbcll pushed 


.re. first. For somenn- 

■Xinkl Get in ..^^oful look 


■Xinkl Get m on u.^ 

"ITr^hl 

^?S:rr;^-;r^S:.ledged die others^ 

n sS"tr°d° ••Gende^eid’^^^^ J '^0 tad 

Jonas die glass half lifted while he m 

his drink. But he held die g 

sarcastic remark. sounds goo , 

•‘Gentlemen, eh. vve . 

but 1 wonder g you mean It. sallow-skinned, aciduloi 

AsWl kid e'““ , i„ ,ho bkcl. glass-tod ey< 

„a.g c»#. the to"™/ "k»cl«s.ons. Data.., ,!» » 
"It doesn t pay to lump referring to you. 

curdy. “For as it \ ^ig die barb of a caus 

Liking nothing , s Dalmar was, however, 

tongue into someone else, J 
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man to enjoy having tlie bite p£ sarcasm turned back against 
him. The glint in his eyes deepened. 

"I hear there’s another soiree going on out at Big Five 
tonight. How is it you’re in town,' Asbell? Or is it that tlie 
hired help don’t rate getting in on the fun?” 

From the moment of his grisly findings on Rosebud .Creek, 
along with the dark conjecture bom of such, Link Asbell had 
been fighting back the pressure of bitter, steadily deepening 
feeling. Now, at Jonas Dalmar’s sneering inference, he- was 
doubly hard put to keep the lid on. At the same ‘time, he' 
pondered the cause of Dalmar’s words and manner. For no 
apparent good reason, Dalmar seemed to be going out of his 
way to stir up an argument. 

At Asbell’s side. Doc Jerome spoke quickly. 

“Does good whiskey have to wait all night? Here’s health, 
everybody!” 

“Right!” chimed in Whit Henderson, taking his cue from 
Doc. “Health!” 

Appreciating the obvious efforts of Doc and Whit, Asbell 
looked at them, nodded and lifted his glass. 

Drinks were put away and it seemed the taut moment was 
safely past. Then Bardo Sampson, do^vn rail from Whit Hen- 
derson and Jonas Dalmar, made heavy comment 

"Susie Vincent sure is flying high and giddy these daj'S, 
what with all her partyin’ and galh'vantin’ around. Some folks 
are beginning to wonder if maybe she ain’t—” 

“Shut up, Sampson! Keep your tongue off Big Fh'e and 
its people!” 

Swinging back from the bar. Link Asbell laid out the vrazds, 
solid and unequivocal as a blow. 

Bardo came around, his prominent GV6S scinHinscl »=» 
heat of renewed temper. 

“Why damn you, Asbell! Who are j—u to teH me tn doss 
my moutl]) J’l] say u'bat I pleess. when J nJsase. mrr nlms I 
please. If I was ten years -vc-ancer I'd tsacn •.mu seme man- 
aers!” 

“If you were ten years }-o-unger,” Asbell td£ bmu harsilv. 
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“1 wouldn’t bother to tell you to close your mouth. I’d close it 
for youl” 

The last man along the bar, it was now Sage Wingo who 
came away from it to stand at B;udo Sampson’s shoulder, his 
big shock head thrust forward. 

‘Tm here, Asbell,” he said, his voice a queerly moist and 
muffled thing. “And I’m ten years younger.” 

Up to this moment, Jonas Dalmar had remained facing the 
bar. But now Sage Wingo’s words brought him around, his 
glance darting and speculative. In quick succession it touched 
Bardo Sampson, Sage Wingo, and finally. Link Asbell. Dal- 
mar rolled liis cigar across his lips and spoke tightly. ■ , . 

Better than ten, Sage. Nearer thirty, and so, plenty young 
enough. Asbell here, seems to have gone a mite proud. Take 
it out of him!” 


Doc Jerome cried quick protest. 

No! That s fool s talk, Jonas! Wliere’s your good sense?” 
Dalmar did not answer, but Link Asbell did, coldly sar- 
donic. 

j ^ Doc. But never mind. Seems he’s 

\ dead set on starting something. Well-1” 

He acted with the word, fast and ruthless, the pressure of 
reeling in him finally breaking into the open. 

T ^ Wingo he made his first move toward, it was 

Jonas Dalinar. He grabbed the lank cattleman, hauled him 
c em o le bar, whirled him around and shoved him 
violently ahead. E.xpecting nothing of the sort, and caught 
• ^oroughly by surprise, Dalm.ar w.is unable to eitiier set him- 

tc ^ ^ powerful hand, locked in his collar, di'ove 

him headlong into Bardo Sampson. 

alwa°J/?n ^elt gun. But 

he ZbK ^ snub-barreled one, and now 

sn^chmg the weapon clear and tossing it over tlie bar 

caSemm”^ spinning aside. The 

nnd floundering, collided witli a chair, 
tripped over It and went doivn. His head rapped tlie flo'or and 
his hat rolled away and for a little time he lay tlicre, sprawled 
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and angular and near stunned, the splintered stub of his cigai 
hanging loose in flaccid lips. 

With Dalmar out of his way. Link Asbell went straight or 
into Bardo Sampson, giving liim the solid bulk of a driving 
hard muscled shoulder full in the center of the chest. Of] 
balance from having Dalmar slam into him, Bardo went dowr 
with a jarring crash before the power of Asbell’s rush. Anc 
now Sage Wingo, in the clear and waiting, tlirew a savagr 
punch. 

Link Asbell had no chance to dodge or evade the blow, only 
time to drop his head slightly, so that Wingo ’s fist, instead ol 
finding tlie angle of his jaw, landed high on the cheekbone 
under his left eye. Even so, it felt bke he’d been hit witli a 
rock, and momentarily the world went crazy for him. But the 
impetus of his rush carried him into Wingo, and he caught 
hold of the fellow and hung on. 

■ Ungainly looking though he was, and gaunt almost to 
scra\vniness. Sage Wingo was nevertheless deceptively power- 
ful, with muscles like stringy rawhide and fists that were bony 
chunks of misery. Furiously he tried to break away, to haul 
clear and get in another full power blow. But Asbell stayed 
in there grimly, wrestling with his man while waiting for his 
head to clear. 

Bardo Sampson, breadi knocked out of him by successive 
violent impacts, first with Asbell’s driving shoulder and then 
with the unyielding floor, rolled back and fortli several times 
before being able to get to his knees. When he finally man- 
aged it, his eyes were blurred \vith a killing fury. He, too, 
carried a pocket gun, and now he began fumbling for it. 

Ben Dillon came around tlie end of the bar at a run, yelling 
his sharp warning. . 

“Lay off tliat, Bardol You hear me— lay ofi^I” 

Fast as Dillon moved, Whit Henderson was there ahead 
of him. Tile quiet, easy-going storekeeper hooked a hand 
under Bardo Sampson’s chin and yanked hard back, spilling 
Bardo flat once more. He lore Bardo’s gun away from him 
and poised it tlireateningly. 

“Behave yourself or I dent your skulll” 
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the inky depths of his eyes. Also, rage made him ti'emblo, 
made his voice high and shrill., 

“God damn you, Asbelll You laid rough hands on me— 
on me, Jonas Dalmar— a man better tlian rivice your agel So 


help me, before I’m done with' you— 1” 

"Save itl” Breath running deeply in and but, Asbell broke 
curtly into the cattleman’s furious sputter of words; “lou had 
a gun in your pocket, and with no reason to trust you at all, 
I just made sure you didn’t use it on me while I was taking 
care of your bully boy. You ordered tlie show started, Dal- 
mar. Don’t squeal because it worked out different dian you 
figured.” 

Somewhat shakily, Dalmar located a chair and dropped- 
into it, calling to Ben Dillon. 

“A drink, Dillon. A good onel’’ 

Dillon brought it to him, a stiff three-fingers. Dalmar put 
it away at a single avid gulp, pursing his lips and shuddering 
as tire heavy charge of whiskey hit bottom. 

Whit Henderson, who had been standing over Bardo Samp- 
son, holding him out of the ruckus, now skidded Bardo's gtm 
along the bar. 

“Give it back to him when he’s cooled off, Bern” 

The storekeeper turned to Asbell, faintly smiling. 

“Well done, Link. Damn well done!” He mmrd rr iEir 


door and paused there, looking back 
the game and the drinks— thanks. Doc. 
on out. 

Bardo Sampson climbed to his feet a 
tliough he would seek further 
was’ only the pale ash of his fc~er tr 
well shaken up, and now 'vas g’-'i to ] 
beckon Dillon for a drink. 

Link Asbell turned to Doc Jerrme. 

“I came to toum especiiEv tc- see voro. 

“Sure, boy-sure!” D(x; csiffec fro me 
to the office.” 

Jonas D.almar watche 
on Ben Dillon. 


at D 
Wr 


Dc-c ier: 
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his elbow on the bar and leaned heavily, head sagging, meaty 
face loose and stupid with daze. 

“Good God!” Jonas Dalmar observed grudgingly. J'He 
looks half dead. Asbell must have really punished hirn.” 

"You heard me say it,” reminded Ben Dillon. “A- tough 
hand. Link Asbell— riding a tough saddlel” 

Garrison was a town of two streets. Center ran north and 
south, with the main bulk of the town’s buildings scattered 
along it. About midway. Cross Street cut east and west, run- 
ning out to lose either end in rubbish-strewn flats. 

On the nortli side of Cross, and west of Center, Doctor 
Lemuel Jerome had his ofiice in the two front rooms of a com- 
fortable cottage set back from the street and guarded by a big 
locust tree. There was a light in the rear of the cottage and 
when Doc opened the front door and ushered Link Asbell in, 
a woman's serene, cheerful voice called forward. 

"Lemuel?” 

"Yes, Addie.” 

"You’re not alone. Do you need me?” 

Doc, having set a lamp ali^t, glanced at Link Asbell and 
chuckled as he answered. 

"Only if you think a cup of hot coffee might be good for 
the beginnings of a first-class black eye.” 

“Lemuel Jerome— what are you talking about?” 

She came along a short hall and turned into the ofiice, a 
tall, strong woman, sweet faced, kindly, and with snowy hair. 
At sight of Asbell, she exclaimed. 

"LinkI Don’t tell me that old steady you have been brawl- 
ing?” 

Doc chuckled again. 

“I doubt that hrawl is exactly the right word, my dear. 
Something considerably stronger would be nearer the truth. 

I never saw certain dignities so upset— literallyl Link, you 
^ab a chair. I’m putting some compresses on that eye, else 
it may srveU shut on you. And, Addie— the idea of some 
coffee still goes.” . 

^bell protested. 

What I got to say won’t take long.” 
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every move of hisf day. You could almost set yev.r '- e'ee: "-■ 
him." 

Doc considered soberly. “It’s the fact th?.t 
on the bunk that you can’t accept?" 

“Along with certain others,’’ AsbcII necaea., s 
down was when Packy ate supper, not whec; e:e iara a: ac- 
‘All that could be very tnie,” Doc adrafteei! -■ 

forget tliat Packy was getting along in years. Ariiart;' _ "• 
his age— well, tilings could happen to nrsec care ra.-jr r 
schedule. He could have taken sick, arra sr srr-g:.; a.;- r.; ■ 
much earlier in the day than usu.aL’^ 

“And then set things afire?” 

If he’d been smoking, yes. Or r rst'£ CAr: r. rr- rc:. 
while building a fire in the stove arra 3£rr ria-r a . r r : 
it, letting some live coals fall out. S.mrihnc rr ar. .rr: • .r, ... 
have happened.’’ 

“That's right, it could,” Asbel ccn-rsiei '£ : r ~ 

tliat, but somehow still didn't :?£ £cTr£rr:;r'.c' ' ~ 
of such. And there were still ctbir 
Doc shrugged. 

I won’t say you’re UTont. ~ — r r p— isn. m rtr:- "~r 
a man’s instincts in such thinr? rm =mrr.~ --■* - 
go along with you. In tr? 
mouth of Rosebud Cam-rrr — as:- 

"Thanks, Doc.” Asbsil rm - ir r-ra. £1 — 

extra saddle bronc for v.-t^ 

“Eight o’clock it is£*rc-r rrrrasa 
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around liis left eye. -This brought her up straight, exclaiming. 
"Link! Your face— what happened?” 

“I bumped into something.” 

“YduVe been fighting.” , ' ■ • . - ' ’ ^ 

He considered her for a grave moment “That’s right” 
“Who witli?” 

. “Sage Wingo.” 

.“Sage Wingo! Why?” 

He did not immediately reply, but pulled a. chair up to 
die table and settled into it. He took his hat off and dropped 
it on tlie floor beside his chair. He thumbed tobacco and 
papers from a shirt pocket and built a cigarette which turned 
out to be anything but a good one, for there was a soreness 
in his knuckles and a stiffness in his fingers which made them 
clumsy and fumbling. He must, he decided w^yly, have hit 
Wingo harder than he realized. 

Cigarette finally alight, he looked through the smoke at 
Sue Vincent. 

“You should be in bed. Why aren’t you?” 

“I knew I wouldn’t -be able to sleep. I keep thinking about 
Packy Lane. Why did you fight witli Sage Wingo?” 

“Put it down that I never have cared for him.” 

“That won’t do,” she said flatly. “You’re not the sort to 
get in a violent fight ^vitll somebody just because you don’t 
happen to like them. Vffiat’s the real reason?” 

Again he peered at her through the blue, sifting smoke, 
silent for another short moment. He nodded. 

“All right. I was looking for Doc Jerome. I found him in 
tlie Imperial with Whit Henderson. Jonas Dalmar and Baido 
Sampson and Sage Wingo were there, too. There was some 
talk. One word led to another until— well-that’s it.” 

“You make it sound very simple and matter-of-fact. Which 
of course it isn t. Sage W^ingo is riding boss for Dalmar and 
Sampson. If he fought witli you while they were present, then 
it must have been with their consent.” 

Asbell’s smile was f.aint and mirthless. 

“Better than that. Dalmar sicked liim on me.” 

“You mean-ordered him to fight vou?" 
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“Lm'k-ybu didn’t!”. 

He got to his feet and took a restless turn up and do\vn tne 

office. ■ • , - 1 flj 

■ ‘‘I never actually hit Either of them, he explained gruttly.- 

"But I had to get past them to get at Wingo. So I shoved. . 
tlicm around a little and took Dalmar’s gun away from him. 
Whit Henderson did tire same with Sampson.” 

Sue Vincent set white teeth against a soft, red underlip. 

“I don’t like it,” she said again. "Risking big trouble over 
just a little talk. For that matter, why should they talk about 
me? What could they say?” 

Ashell made anoAer prowling swing about the room. 

“As to the why, there are a couple of reasons. First, I’ll 
say again what your father said. Thpy do not like us and 
they never will. So they were out to stir up an argument and 
evidently figured some slighting talk was the best and quick- 
est way. For tlie rest, well, there’s been a lot going on around 
Big Five that hardly rates as legitimate ranch business. And 
when people don’t like you, it doesn’t take much to start them , 
talking.” 

Deepening color stole through Sue Vincent’s cheeks and 
her head tilted in a small flare of defiance. 

“This activity you mention— would you by any chance be 
referring to my party tonight?” 

“And a flock of others like it.” 

“Is there any good reason why I shouldn't have my friends 
in for a social evening if I want it so?” 

None at all— %vithin the bounds of common sense. But as 
Tonio says, life can’t be all fiesta.” 

“So-ol Tonio would dare be critical, too, would he? Which 
is impertinence on his part, and I’ll tell him so. If he and 
Rosa dont like the way things are around here, they can 
move out!” 


V, ^ Jt! Thats no way to talk. That’s spoiled lad 

stuff. Asbell perched on the edge of the table and looked 
down at her. In fact, you .should be ashamed of yourself.” 
Her small flare of defiance swiftly became a much larger 
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called them. Thea, in tTym tonisn!:- Jena.; 

Sampson go out of their vrzy to sttr cn 
kMiy? Another sign, 

"Signs, you caE tn; 

WncenL ‘‘\Vhat are yon driving a^”" 

“Tnis ” AsbeE said curdy. “Fm trymg 
;tand that Big Fr/e conin very yreir 1 
limed at its veiy' life. And necanse or ta 
Jiings to thinh about more fmnertant tn 
3f good tunes." 

“Nonsense!” she sconed. *^ure stun arm nonsense! Zsatural- 
[y I feel terrible about Paagy. Fv-e tnongnt of notning else 
since you first told me about him. I could y/eep my eyes out 
if it would do any good. But Fm certain what happened was 
seddentaL V/Tiich brings us to your fight in the Imperial. 
No doubt Jonas Datnar and Bardo Sampson had been drink- 
ing, and because of that, were bose-tongued. You took of- 
fense at some remarh they made. It was as simple a tiling as 
that Nosy you're tryfng to read some deep and ominous 
significance into it aH Agz.ti I saj’— stuff and nonsensci” 

AsbeH gave her an.oth.er moment of somber regard. He 
shtjok his head. 

"You nev'er used to he to cussed contrary. And you u.sixl 
to be smart— smart as a whip.” 

“.Meaning,” she said, with swift perversity, “that I'm no 
longer so? That Fve become stupidF' 

Again he shook his head. 

It s no use. I ne-rer could get anyivhere witli >-ou trxing 
to win a point with words. So 111 have just one men' .s;i\\ 
then call it a ni^^.t. Here it is. Starting (omon-ow, I cion I 
want to see Frank Dalmar lianging around tins r.meh mu- 
more!” 

For a moment she was too st.vtled to spe.ak. She just st.mxi 
at him. Then the storm broke. 

‘That will do! You’ve s.aid enough. Link .-ksbe!!! You've 
md more than_ enough! You presume far bewmd vour right. 
Fran.-: Dalmar is my friend-my very goo.i friend. He is wel- 
come at any time. I’d renuhd you again that 1 mn the omier 
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cent in any way. Yet, when something had to be done, what 

else to do but speak out? . _ _ : ' 

He moved around to his .chair- and dropped into it. Ixie 
remnants of his clumsily fashioned cigarette, so poorly shaped 
in the first place, now crumpled to pieces in his fingers. 
Methodically, he got out his smoking again and set about 
fashioning another, this time doing a much better- job. He 
lighted it and sagged back in the chair, smoking slowly, trying 
to correlate the happenings of the past ten hours and .wring 
the pattern of their real significance from them. 

He had little luck. It was all a mixture of conjecture and 
fact, about as much of one as of the other. And the more he 
thouglit about it, the more the one ran into the other, until all 
was confusion. In the end he shrugged it into the background 
and put his thoughts on the slim girl who had so lately stood 
in this room with him, and where her personality still lin- 
gered, like some faint, elusive perfmne. 

He thought of her and of his obligations to her and all- 
her interests. Aside from any personal feelings in this reg^d, 
there were the promises he’d made to a dying man— to Mike 
Vincent— only short hours before the cattleman slipped away 
into the shadows. 

“You’ll watch Jonas Dalmar and Bardo Sampson, Link,” 
was what Mike Vincent had said. “For they are the ones to 
do the most hurt and the ones most likely to try; though there 
is no telling, when I’m gone, who may get ideas about Big 
Five. 


^ “Sue is a smart youngster,” Mike Vincent had gone on. 
Yet, as her mother was, she can be overly generous and 
prone to see good in people where there is none. And should 
the game turn rough, then it becomes a man’s game. So you’ll 
watch all things, boy, and give Sue a gm’ding hand, should 
she need it? And you’ll care for Big Five as I might myself? 
You 11 do these things for Sue and me and for the memory 
of the good days we’ve had together?” 

Th™ had bean the dying thonghte and requests of Mike 
Vmcent. and to then,, Lu* AsboU had given L word. N™ 
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the full weight of the accepted obligations was piling up on 
his shoulders. ■ 

Weary shoulders just now, whipped with sorne twenty 
hours of hard riding, somber tragedy and troubled tlipughts. 
Finally, there had been tlie affair in the Imperial, wliich was 
the sort of thing to really take it out of , a man. 

A yawn gathered in his throat, forced itself to expression. 
He took a final drag at his cigarette, stubbed the butt, blew 
out the lamp and once again moved into the outer night. 

Tuned to such things, he well knew the feel of these early 
morning hours sifting down out of the sky’s great, black arch. 
A high, thin cloud drift, moving in from the soutl)e.ast, 
dimmed the radiance of the stars somewhat, and a current 
of chill air, charged with all tlie ancient flavors of Space, 
flowed close to the eartli. 

Against this he hunched his shoulders as he crossed the 
interval to tlie bunkhouse. Here he felt his careful way 
through a blackness peopled with the heavy, sighing breath- 
ing and dragging snores of sleeping men. He pulled off Ins 
boots, flattened out on his own bunk and was lost in sleep . 
almost before he could draw a blanket over himself. 

Coat collar turned up and a muffler about his throat to hold 
off morning’s chill. Doc Jerome guided his buckboard team 
out of town and held to the ro.ad as far as Burro Wash, after 
which he cut nortliwest across the empty plains, aiming for 
tile shadowed break in the solid run of the Saddleback Hills 
which marked the mouth of Rosebud Creek canyon. In tlie 
east the broad flare of the sun lifted out of the eartli’s flabiess 
and spilled a fiery tide across the tawny plain, to make of 
Doc and his buckboard a sprawling, wavering shadow.' • 

Long had these plains been Doc’s active world, and in tliat 
time an abiding love for them had grown in him. In his com- ' 
■ ings and goings across them he had come to know tliem well,’ 
and nothing suited him better than to be abroad on them 
at the start of a new day, to watch the flushed dawn, witli its 
streaming banners of crimson and gold, come marching down 
across the long miles, driving the misty blue shadows before 
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it. This morning, however, with many troublesome things on 
his mind, he paid little attention to day’s fresh charm. 

At tlie moment he was considering the past, the present, 
and the future, summing up all he knew of the first two, while 
pondering their significance and possible effect on the third. 
The answer he came up with was anything but satisfying or 
charged with comfort. So it was, when Doc struck the Rose- 
bud Creek flats and found Link Asbell and Hughie Logan 
waiting there for him, the expression on his face spurred 
Hughie to a drawling remark. 

‘‘You must have had a hard night, Doc. You’re mad as bell 
about something. Didn’t you get any sleep at all?” 

“Loss of sleep has notliing to do with it,” retorted Doc. with 
considerable vehemence. “It’s pondering the imbecilities and 
general all-around cussedness of the human animal that puts 
a strain on my disposition. I sometimes wonder at the folly 
of working to heal the wounds of the brute, or bothering at 
all to try and save him from the results of his own stupidity. 
Does that ans^vcr you?” 

Startled, Hughie eyed Doc warily. 

“I guess so. Datrmed if I know what you’re talking about, 
but yeah— it’ll do!” 

Doc swung his team to a halt in a little grove of creek 
alders and tethered it there. He tied his professional kit bag 
to the saddle of the spare mount Asbell had brought along. 
Both Asbell and Hughie Logan had digging tools slung to 
their saddles, while Asbell, in a tight roll behind the cantle, 
also had a couple of old blankets. 


Doc climbed astride and they moved into the canyon. Al- 
most at once they were in deep, chill shadow, where the 
clump of hoofs along the trail were but dim echoes against 
the siffash and surge of hurrying waters foaming down a path 
of dripping ledges and spray-slicked boulders. For a time 
the trail held close to the creek, then it began to lift and 
climb until presently the voice of the creek’s turbulence had 
draped away until it was but a muted murmur. 

the higher lull country, where morning sunlight fell in long. 
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liands and several instruments at the box spring llien came 
over to the side of the forming grave. 

Doc was soberly thoughtful. In answer to Asbell’s question- 
ing glance, he nodded. 

“You were riglit all the way. Link. Packy never felt the 
toucli of tlie flames. He was dead, well before.” 

“Shot, maybe?” Asbell asked briefly. 

Doc nodded again. “Through the head. And, judging by 
the destruction of bone and tissue, the bullet came out of a 


rifle.” 

Hughie Logan, all eyes and ears, mopped sweat from lus 
face and looked at Asbell accusingly. 

“Last night you didn’t say anytliing about Paclc>' being 
shot. You kind of let it hang tliat maybe Packy accidentally 
burned to death in tliat cabin.” 

“Last night,” Asbell said, “I didn’t know for sure just what 
had happened. I might have had a hunch, but I didn’t want 
to say too much until I was sure.” 

"But we know, nowl” Hughie exploded. Somebody shot 
him. Who and why, for God’s sake? 

Still for a moment, Asbefl stared out across the clearing. 

He shrugged enigmatically. ^ 

“One guess is as good as another I expect. 

“Damn the guessesl” Hughie said. You must have some 


idea?” , , t r •’ I 

Asbell shrugged again. “X- 

all a guess. Now let’s get this tn^S -c 

shovel again. 

Later it was finished. ^ 7=^^ c^refoLv '-.v- 

Packy Lane, blanket avrapped, 

grave filled and mounded ts r-— ir" 

scar witli the blackened slme 

this had once been human 

sprawled area of tire pole 

Link Asbell indicated a spo- ' 


to 


Id- 

id: 


were' again busy. ■■ 1-f. 

“Notliing attracts flies lihes?*^ 
' was right here that Pack)' w 
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the canyon and rode the creek flats to where Doc’s buckboai'd 
and team waited under the alders. 

Doc (iismounted with his kit bag. Asbell turned the: lead 
rope of tlie horse Doc had ridden, over to Hughie Dogan. 

. “See' you later, cowlsoy. Right how I got places to go -and 
people to talk to.”. 

Hu^ie lingered, eyeing Asbell with some suspicion. 

“You wouldn’t be hunting more trouble, would you? If you 
are, then I better tag along. I don’t mind you showing up witli 
a black eye, but I’d hate to see you brought in across your 
saddle.” 

“I’m looking for advice, not trouble,” Asbell assured. "Y’ou 
scatter along. And don’t spread the word. Whoever did this 
thing, let them diink they got us fooled.” 

“Fair enough,” Hughie shrugged. “But don’t you ride 
around day dreaming.” 

Hugliie departed at a jog, heading homewards. Doc, having 
untied his team, climbed into tlie buckboarcL Soberly he 
looked at Asbell. 

“Link, there could be more than idle chatter in what 
Hughie just said.” 

“How’s that?” Asbell asked. 

Doc, thoughtfully frowning, located a pipe in his cr-at 
pocket, packed and hghted it before going on. 

■ “Last night I did some Blinking. On the wa>' out hsre this 
morning I did more. That rudcus in the Imperiri— the 
I tliink on it the more convinced I am that Jo-ias r>-'— -c- — f 
Bardo Sampson started the trouble deliberately. Nr-, 
ing for certain what happened to Packi- L-ms. In- nights 
affair gets uglier by the minute. You might hnr.c ccme rnr rf 
tliat ruckus a dead man.” 

“You notice,” Asbell said drily, ‘'that h-srcre I 1=: rf 

Dahnar I took his gun awav h— I r“h'-zr£ rih-s- 
or WTiit Henderson or Ben Dthrr -r— — riis: hsrir 
Sampson had no chanoj tr- cse has. Arjf Why ' 

Doc's frown became a harm ^.ecmritme srmm 

With Mike 1'^incsrt rme. rr -t- x Iji — - •■rr- — ^ 

tlic old trouble, cc }-m: thirif' 
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South, some two-thircls of the way from Rosebud Creek 
to where Burro Creek broke down out of the Saddleback 
Hills, Nels Madison’s Running M range began. His flat land 
holdings was a strip along the base of the Saddlebacks, 
spreading some two miles into the plain and reaching south 
to a point almost due west of the town of Garrison, where 
the rugged, but passable slopes of the Saddlebacks merged 
with the sheer and virtually impassable ramparts of the 
Palisades, 

It was good range, fed by several little water comses seep- 
ing from the hills. Aside from Burro Creek, these were too 
small in size to even warrant a name, tlrough in total they 
represented valuable water. In addition, it was range which 
gave wide access to tire high parks and meadows of the 
Saddlebacks, where cattle might thrive and fatten througlr 
the summer months when tire fiat countr)' grass ran thin and 
tire w'ater holes were low' and scant. 

Headquarters of the Running M lay in a little meadow just 
soutli of Burro Creek and tucked in close to the kills. When 
Link Asbell rode up. to tire place, Mandr- Madison, neat and 
crisp in starched gingham, w'as faus)' with a breora on tee 
wide porch of the ranchhouse, Asbefl swunu his kidakir! to 
a stop by the steps and touched his hat 

"Morning, Mrs. Madison. Mhere misht i £nd chat bull- 
voiced husband of yours?" 

She paused in her chore. leaned folded anns cn h-- h-n-'m 
and looked at him, gentlv smilfnr. Vv 

Perce Indian in Mandv ^ ii-X V 
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mother while veiy young and grew up surrounded by nAon. 
it could figure out a rougher life than you think. Oh, not in 
material things, necessarily, but in the gentler values which 
can be so dear to any woman’s heart. When judging Sue 
Vincent, tliese things must be taken into consideration. 

"Her father worshipped her,” Asbell protested. “Tiicrc 
wasn’t anything Mike Vincent wouldn’t do for her. Ann 1 -* 
we— all die rest of us on Big Five— why, her slightest wish— ' 
“I know,” Mandy Madison said. “To the best of your ccrus 
bined abilities, you all spoiled her to deatli. Despite thah 
Sue Vincent lived a great deal with loneliness. Of coerse 
Mike Vincent worshipped her and did cveiything ix osuic,. 
for her. But Mike Vincent was a rough, tough old phat-e ” no 
might have understood the mind and he.art of a bey. but ne'xr 
diat of a girl. It was quite natural for Sue to yeru {•:; so.:.*.; 
of the kind of social life she goes in for, now. Sc sutr> ck-, J 
spirited colt, free and eager to run.” 

"I can understand that,” Asbell admitted, “eci: 
limits to all things. I go along with sccuedrrc: Tevo Tr'c: 
said. Life can't be all fiesta.” 

“There was something else that Big R-.t Ri rco c" 5; S.i- 
Vincent,” Mandy Madison went on. “'Thr; -cnvc'cc. 
to a girl like Sue, vibrant and fuO cc error irsrrx '.''r-,-- 
can mean a very great deal. In hoc rrrrwcr? c.' r-.'-. .'rr.: 

anything else, I think, that is wR: sCx > :-,r ' 

“Maybe then,” Asbell suegsood. c rrrr rrr-:..r • ; 

ness in his tone, “tliat’s whv sbos'-'---- ^ ^ - ~~ -- 

Dalmar?” ' - - , - - 

Quite likely, and uncsrsrmdrc-x Rxi"—' __''ar'~ 

The fact that he is and ice rr;—.r-- * — - - 
comfort, a refuge.” ' 

“But he’s a Dalmar.” d 

cross him off.” - - ~ . 

“MTry should it?” 

“I said it the ~sr 3 , 

Mandv ---nrd - 

“Link,' I ■ " 
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TOUGH SADDLE: 


A frown not far removed from a scx)\vl furrowed Asbeffs 
brow. He stubbed out the butt of his cigarette and his glance 
la)’ level and unwavering. 

“Believe it or not, Mandy— I try and ride a balanced, 
reasonable trail in all things. Here and there along the way 
I see things. Now it could be that some of -these things are 
imaginary, but I m certain not all of them are. Some of them 
are real, more real than you dream. I was trying to make Sue 
undei-stand that. Well, thanks for listening to me and giving 
me- your opinion. As the old saying goes— your kindness is 
only exceeded by your good looks, proving to me that Nels 
Madison is one of this worlds luckiest men. I’m going to 
look him up now and tell him so.” 


He touched his hat again, pulled the buckskin around and 
headed south at a reaching fog. 

Mandy Madison watched him leave, then mui-mured sober- 
ly tlioughtful words. 

n’ind. Link Asbell, than just 
the ^ why and wherefore of Sue Vincent’s capei’ings And 
you VC set the Indian in me to seeing shadows on a line 
morning where there should be none!” 

She moved along the ranchhouse porch wieldim? her 
broom with a quick, determined vigor as tho.wh u 

sweep all such shadows fancied fr « 5 
Well toward the southern end of R, ’ xr "°*'ngness. 
bund Nels Madison and Rune H h ^ ground, Asbell 
^lerivale ranch tron l j. heavy 

>ig rig and Nels down on handTan!?l°" 

»- Ih. Mcrivalc a. lead iT p' 

At Link Asbclr, 1^1 ‘’’r:"/ “ l>“*oard. 
>r>sbod his hat to tlie back of iiis^td m 
and brow and made rumW 

® ™™hling, good-natured com 


“WicI, T .I. 

” « ."„Z feoki„°g,ri?’ S* "’■* ’“’tto- 

real, day. My f,ie„d hoiydvf f A”'’ on a B„n 


.. TOUGH SAD’DLB 

..cany sometLing on your mind so important you want to 
unload it?” j . , - • - 

Asbell stepped down, ground-reined the bucksldh, ,then 
squatted on his heels. : ' 

“Sometliing on my mind, all right, Nels,” he admitted. 
■■'TU let you be the judge of its importance.” • . 

"Could it have anything to do with that -mournful eye 
you’re sporting?”, grinned Nels, reaching over to claim Asbell’s 
sack of Durham. 

"Tile eye ties in with some of it,” Asbell nodded. “That 
will come later. But now, here’s the first part.” 

He told -of Packy Lane and the burned line cabin. The 
good-natured ease faded from Nek Madison’s broad face and 
a pull of grimness thinned his lips. 

“Now God damn such business!” he exploded. "Link, 
you're certain Packy had been shot?” 

"Plumb! Doc Jerome knows plenty about such things. And 
■ it’s his professional word that Packy Lane was shot flirough 
the head svith a rifle slug." 

"After which the cabin was burned in an effort to cover 
up?” 

“No doubt of it. But the cabin was too old and flimsy to 
make a fire hot enough to consume everything. It left enough 
of Packy for Doc to make certain of his findings,” 

- Nels spat, as though nauseated. 

• "Some damned two-legged ghoul must be loose in the hills, 
- Would the idea have been robbery, maybe?” 

■ Asbell shook his head. 

"Doubt it. Notliing to rob, for Packy never bodiered to 
draw wages while holding down the line camp through the 
..summer. He just let his time stack up in tire book. I doubt he 
had foiu?-bits in his jeans when he was IdUed.” 

Rupe Halm came slitliering out from under the Merivale. 
He was a steady, methodical sort, generally given to minding 
his orvn affairs and keeping his opinions to himself. Just.now, 
however, his eyes were hard and bright with a quick burning 
anger. : 

“Me,” he said bluntly, "I never figured to ever want any 
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touch saddle. 


part of a l)Tiching, but should you rormd up wlro pirUed that- 
L>L- I ink I’ll be happy to help haul on Uie rope, 
pounded . oltooke-i «« 

of his other hand. , 

“But why-why would anybody want to murder a ha.mi- 

less old fellow like Packy? Its so damn pomtless it can. 

make sense.” - • 

"xMaybe it doesn’t.” Asbell said, ble^ess creeping m-.o 

his tone. “Then again-maybe it does! 

Nels Madison stared at him, glance quick and borin^. 

"If there’s more, let’s have it! 

Asbell told, of tlie rucknis in the Imperial. Again Nels 


stared, frowning. 

“Maybe I’m .thick-headed- this morning. But whats the 
fact tliat you larruped Sage Wingo in Ben Dillons bar got 
to do witli Packy Lane being killed, back in the hills?’ 

“Packy,” Asbell pointed out tersely, “was p-ut of Big 
Five. I’m part of Big Five. And the row in the Imperial 
.vasn’t just a casual thing. It ivas a pot of trouble deliberately 
itirred up by Jonas Dalmar and Bardo Sampson, Not because 
hey figured Sage Wingo could or would give me a physical 
;oing-over, for, while I’m in no wny bragging, I think it 
hould be pretty apparent to anyone that I’d be able to take 
are of myself against Wingo. No, I doubt Dalmar and Samp- 
on would figure so. But they could have figured that some- 
diere during the tangle a shot might be fired and the man 
nding up on tlie floor be mel” 


Nels Madison drew a deep inhale on the cigarette he’d 
oun up and lighted. 

“You realke what you’re sa)TOg, Link?” 

“I know exactly what I’m sa}ing,” was AsbeFs quick 
uort. 


He waved an encompassing hand, indicating the upreare 

i Lr ft to blur in outlin 

"wi J ^ lunng.and blue as smoke. 

iZZ ? meadows, water in the draws. Wha 

ttle on tliat rangeP-Runnina M onJ n--- 
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honed.. Now the rider is dek^juid the line camp burned. 

What’s that mean to you, Nels?” - - 

Ncis got to his feet and stamped around, a big, ianoly, 
fricndlv man, wanting to believe nothing but the best of 
cveiy’one. He s\v-ung his head and shoulders from side to side 
like a badgered bear, 

“Damn you, Link Asbeh! Hire, just a little bit ago I was 
seeing it as a fine day. Now-! Man-youre guessing at all 
thisl” 

Asbell gave grim retort 

“I’m not guessing that Packy Lane is dead and the line 
camp burned. No guess there— that’s fact! And Pm not guess- 
ing that Dalmar and Sampson went out of their way to start 
trouble with me. The hell I’m guessing, Nels! You know I’m 
not” 

"What do you want me to do?” Nels protested. “What can 
I do? What can }'ou do?” 

Asbell straightened up and climbed back into his saddle. 
His gaze probed the upy.veep of the hills, drowsy in the sun. 
He spoke vrith sober emphasis. 

“Mark this, Nels. If what I figure is shaping up turns out 
to be a fact, then Running M is in line for trouble, same as 
Big Five. For the same reason and from the same soiuce. So 
keep your eyes open and do your riding up-wind. A*ow III 
leave you to your fixing chore. Or do you need e-xtra help?” 

Nels shook his head. 

Heavy part of the job is done. Just a few bolts to ssi -wc 
nuts to tighten up. And, Link— I’m not as big s d- — .--cl js 
I sometimes appear. I’ll be looking and lirieriac aze x I 
run across anything crawh’ng in the weeds, 1 ~ ix wir. 
kmoiv.” 

Asbell’s smile was quick and famth- ''Trx smrmri. 

And any time I’m not around to hszd 
listen to Rupe, here. Nobody’s skrtix: hrr. 
money.” " ' 


Saying so, he set the bucis±:> head rwx: 
Within half an hour after AsSdE id' x 
job was done. The team >t- w'C'J. 


board was hitched to the'Merivale and Rupe Halm climbed to, 
the seat of the big wagon. Nek Madison moved over to tlie 
buckboard, paused there. ■ ■ 

"rU go on ahead and check our, measurements again, Rupe. 
You’ll have to take the long way. around.’’ 

Nodding, Rupe kicked off the brake -and clucked to his team 
and the big wagon creaked into movement. Nels, after loading 
several tools in the buckboard, cut away witli it at, an angle, 
toward the base of the Saddlebacks. He had no worries at 
taking the' light, agile buckboard across a stretch of ditch and 
vash-cut range he would not chance with the heavily loaded 
derivale. 

Ahead lay the diore of building a corral and branding" 
hutenear the southern end of Running M range, which, when 
lone would save much time and work in hazing cattle up and 
lowri the miles. This project, up until Link Asbell appeared, 
lad filled all of Nels Madison’s mind. Now, however, most 
bought of it had been pushed aside by the disclosures Asbell 
lad made, along with the insistent implications lying behind 
hem. 

Guiding his team instinctively, rolling his big shoulders in 
jalance to the pitch and weave of the buckboard, Nek Madi- 
on somberly considered these implications. They suggested 
omething a roan hated to recognize, yet had to admit the 
mssibility of. And this possibility and what it could lead to, 
nade for thoughts that were dark and worrisome. 

The spot selected for the branding corral and chute was 
list off the mouth of a small gulch funneling out of the hill 
lope. Reaching here, Nels pulled up, set the brake, dropped 
ut of the buckboard and began pacing off the roughly staked , 
lyout of the corral. At the western end of this he paused,, his 
;lance speculating as he tried to calculate the amount of rails 
nd posts on the way in the Merivale against the distance to 
le covered. Standing so, the broad of his back and shoulders 
/as turned to the hill slope. 

At the mouth of the gulch there was a small, furtive niove-' 
rent, and the glint of sunlight on gun metal. Right after, 
ame the hard, thin lancing smash of rifle report. 



An inv’isible, but potent force knockea Xeis 
his feet, clrov'e liim face down on the earln, wnere ne iay,, 
stupefied, held witli vague wonder os to wnat nad napnened. 
All he w'as certain of was that he'd been 5tnicJ< a sasngeJy 
heavy blow, and Uiat there was a great sense c£ shock and a 
growing numbness flooding all thrangh aim. Also, things 
were slipping away from Inm. while at the far, far edge of a. 
dimming world, tire echoes cf a gnnsict were ninning or'’ 
into nodiingness. 

Startled by the shot, the b'ncdfbc.crd tenne whirled until th 
Dombined tension of a tmmp-sd Teieel and the locked brak< 
'ormed a pull suSdently to h£t their swing. They stopped sc 
>norting and stamping nervc’-'csly. heads tessrnsr. 

Far out in the flat. Hnpe K ccctht she r’rrfn cn^r l of fh 
■ifle shot, and he sat high -an the seat cf the Alsdvale. iookin 
ind wondering. 


Hunger bode into town with Link Asbell, s 
Andy Sleeker s grill and got outside a good st 
toes, bread and butter and a generous wedge 
pie, all washed down ivith two cups of coffe 

Back on Center Street again he paused 1 
, build and light a cigarette, then tramped alon 
derson's store. Here he found Whit perched on 
counter, taking on a frugal lunch of crackers a 
■ a can of air-tights from his own shelf. The stor 
a welcoming hand. 

"Help yourself.” 

‘ Asbell shook his head. 

"Thanks, Whit— I just ate at Andy Bleeker’s. 
thanks again for helping out last night. You left 
a chance to say it tlien. So I’m saying^it now.” 

Whit Henderson grinned. 

"My friend, it was a pleasure. More than one 
take some rough talk from Bardo Sampson. So 
satisfaction in making him be good with his ow 
admit I thoroughly enjoyed seeing both him an 
mar on the floor. Both of tliem had it coming.” 

Asbell considered for a sober moment, liis 
down. Then; 

"After a night’s sleep, Wliit, and from here, 
opinion of that affair? Was there more to it th 
the’ surface, or, in thinking there was, am I lettin 
nation run away with me?” 

Henderson’s answer was quick and positive. ' 

50 
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fOUGH SADDLE 

"If you mean did Dalmar and Sampson— Dalinar in par- 
ticular-set out to scrub up trouble, 1 say yes, definitely! 
Bardo Sampson, well, he might have been n;isty merely be- 
cause he’d backed several losing hands during the evening, 
for he’s thick-headed at poker as well aS being a poor sj^ort. 
On the other liand, Jonas Dalmar— now there’s a man who 
never made a move in his life witliout some previously figured 
purpose behind it. Even in a low limit, table stako.s game 
among friends he’ll sit there, cold and sarcastic and sardonic, 
c.alculating every move and all the odds. Tlierc’s a man. Link, 
whose sole purpose in life is to win, to be top dog, no matter 
what he has to do to get there.’’ 

"Obliged for Uie opinion,” A.sbell said. "I wanted to be 
sure I wasn’t jumping at conclusions. A man’s got to watch 
that his personal opinions don’t sway his judgment out of 
balance.” 

"You’re wondering, of course,” deduced Whit Henderson 
shrewdly, "whetlicr your trouble last night is someway con- 
nected with tlie killing of Packy Lane?” 

Asbcll, about to take a short turn up and down in front of 
tlie counter, came aroimd quickly. 

"Doc Jerome tell you about Packy?” 

Henderson nodded. "He stopped in on his way back from 
Rosebud Creek. Bad business. Link.” 

“All of tliat.” Asbell scrubbed a restless hand across his 
cliin. "You know, Writ- if Big Five were mine, a lot of de- 
cisions would be a hell of a lot easier to make. As it is, I got 
to look after Big Five affairs, and, while seeing that nobody 
takes advantage of us, still keep my feet on tlie ground and 
tlie ranch out of trouble. It sort of leaves a man not knowing 
which way to turn.” 

“I know," Henderson said sympathetically. “The last thing 
you want in tlie world is to get mixed up in any kind of 
trouble that might endanger the future of Big Five, which 
would also mean tliat of Sue Vincent. Old Mike Vincent left 
you witli a lot of responsibilitias, didn’t he?” 

“Some,” Asbell admitted. “I don’t mind tliat part, 

The tough angle is not knowing quite where you % _ , 
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"If you mean did Dalmar and Sampson-Dalmar 
ticular'-sel out to scrub up trouble, I say yes, definiteiyl 
Bardo Sampson, well, he might have been nasty merely be- 
cause he’d backed several losing hands during tlie evening, 
for he’s tliick-headed at poker as well aS being- a poor . sport., 
On -llie otlicr hand, Jonas Dalmar— now there’s a man who 
never made a move in his life without some previously figured 
purpose behind it. Even in a low limit, table stakes game 
among friends he’ll sit there, cold and sarcastic and sardonic, 
calculating every move and all the odds. There’s a man, Liivk, 
whose sole purpose in life is to win, to be top dog, no matter 
what he has to do to get there.” 

"Obliged for the opinion,” Asbell said. “I wanted to be 
sure I wasn’t jumping at conclusions. A man’s got to watch 
diat liis personal opinions don’t sway his judgment out of 
balance.” 

"You’re wondering, of course,” deduced Whit Henderson 
shrewdly, "whether your trouble last night is someway con- 
nected with the killing of Packy Lane?” 

Asbell, about to take a short him up and down in front of 
tlie counter, came around quickly. 

"Doc Jerome tell you about Packy?” 

Henderson nodded. "He stopped in on his way back from 
Rosebud Creek. Bad business. Link.” 

“All of that.” Asbell scrubbed a restless hand across his 
cliin. "You know, Whit-if Big Five were mine, a lot of de- 
cisions would be a hell of a lot easier to make. As it is, I got 
to look after Big Five affairs, and, while seeing that nobody 
takes advantage of us, still keep my feet on the ground and 
the ranch out of trouble. It sort of leaves a man not knowing 
which way to turn.” 


“I know,” Henderson said sympathetically. “The last thing 
you want in Uie world is to get mixed up in any kind of 
trouble that might endanger the future of Big Five which 
would also mean that of Sue Vincent. Old Mike Vincent left 
you wiUr a lot of responsibih'ties, didn’t he?” 

•'Some,” Asbell admitted. “I don’t mind that part, though 
The tough angle is not knoiving quite where you stand ^or 





iet< 

wsotneNV^"^^ Lerfotni^f ; s shot 

'i°”Se' “ ”''“?oV «»'’* r to p»‘ '^“ ’"°"^ 

. v-MV^''-"^” AA ansvv®’^’ , 

r<ir^%er- 








“Link, bring my rig out to Running M. I— I” 

Wluitever else Doc said was drowmed out by the squeal of 
an iron tire against an iron fender as Rupe kicked off the, 
brake, poured tlie whip to his team and brought tlie buck- 
board around in a violent, cramped, lilting turn. By tlie lime 
he reached Center Street and made tlie comer, Rupe had his 
team flattened out into a full run. 

Jigger Henley’s freight and stage corrals and his livciy’ 
bam stood at the southern end of Center Street. Henley, rail 
thin and laconic, was building a new oat bin,, and as Asbell 
rode into the stable mnway, Henley’s hammer was beating 
out a sharp roll of echoes. At Asbell’s curt request he put his 
hammer aside and began reaching down harness from a wall 
peg. 

In short minutes tlie stable ovsTier had Doc’s team and buck- 
hoard ready, but it was not until he turned tlie reins over to 
Asbell that he voiced his curiosity. 

“Where to?’’ 

“Running M,’’ Asbell said. * 

"Somebody sick?’’ 

“Somebody hurt. Nels Madison. He’s been shot— dr>'- 
gulchcdl” 


“The hell you say!” Jigger Henley was jarred out of his 
usual fmgality of words. “Old Nels— he’s not dead!” 

“He wasn’t when Rupe Halm came after Doc Jerome. I , 
don’t know anything more than that." 

“The hell!” swore Jigger again. “Why old Nels— he s just 
about tlie best-natured, best-hearted man I know.” 

Asbell left town at a steady trot, his buckskin at lead behind 
the buckboard. There was no need of any extreme hurrj', for 
he could do nothing of account at Running M- Doc was the 
one who counted out there, now. Good old Doc! Keen, tire css 
and dedicated to the principles of mercy and the prc.'cn.afion 
of life. While others slunk through the hills li 'c urine 
animals and .shot better men in the bac.’ 

When Asbell drove up to Running h 
Pearly Grimes were rubbing doum anci 
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“You tiiiiik this maybe ties in wntli viiat TR'e-ware tsad::' 
about, Link— \ou and Nels and me?” 

"If it doesn’t,” AsbelJ ans\vered grimly, ''‘mnEt m£<sj 
sense?” 

Pearly Grimes, gnarled and leather)’, dug a.hattered. chnnk: 
of plug tobacco from a pocket, scrubbed it arainS a shirt 
sleeve to rid it of the worst of the lint and dust, rmawed cS a 
morsel and rolled it in one winkled cheeL 

Me, he said, wth measured emphasis. "I been around 
considerable longer than either of you fellem, and IVe seen 
it happen before. It always starts the same way.“ 

Asbell looked at die old rider. 

"What does, Pearly?” 

A big steal. Pearly said. “Any time good men start hem’ 
guJclied _,t means somebody else is figgerin’ on a bis steal!” 
Refolding a piece of burlap sacking to get a fresh side 

of 

E “ “»» fay. Bis. ti 

Blrf '» BdevcBie bestef even-Wv 

hast night, on his way home hr-, ^ 

o» dde „t fc a, 

and infectious laughter as Nels Vs- ’C/ — 

^ ^ He 

together 

But nowaslmBrngJane--^. e-, , 

"“eager laughter or 

flipped by his themi*. "'-r' ' 

n'fcncsstookincreashr’-r 
{''ey waited it out 

BearJy Grimes ^ : 
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ing time and events, he found it hard to realize aE 
taken place in the short space of a scant twenU'-A-”^ 

At this time yesterday, all he had to he concen2e<i 
the everyday business of ranch affairs, vath no 
problem to fret over. Now, one good man. Pack}- Laze 
dead, and anotlier, Nels Madison lay dangerously cecL 
and Aere was grim shadow suddenly across the earti^ ^ 

Bo careful. Doc Jerome had warned. Be damzeti careiu-I 
Because, Doc said, there was a pattern shaping up, as ugly- 
one. In effect, Whit Henderson had said the same thing. So 
had Pearly Grimes. Oldtimers, all three of them, long on the 
plain. Oldtimers who well knew the pulse of this range, pasn 
and present, apparent and hidden. Just as they knevr all the 
purposes and cross-purposes of men who had been, and c£ 
men who still were. ‘ 

Asbcll stood in his stirrups, sumug his head restlsHly. Sc 
far as lie could see there was nothing mo%-ing at the rv-rrrerTr 
except a couple of dust devils kicked up by the Iain afemcen 
wind that had begun to funnel down out of the Sadclehachz 
/Vflenvards, however, when Big Five headenamem: 
aliead, ranchhouse shining wbitely in the suns irrg r 7 

pair of riders jogged in from the north and pnhec mr m ^ 

of tlie place. 

Sue Vincent and Frank Dalmar. AsheTs er^ _ 

he cut over to face tliem, his mood harsh and nmnmnmfn. 

Other than a difference in vears, Frank .mp r 

replica of his father, youthfullv lank whs= nd 'rmn ^ 
gaunt. He had the same black hair and ernn d- mme mm 

cast of feature. But where his fathers hahnrnd =^7 

sardonic, derisive, Frank’s tended mere trrmd ^7-^ 7^^ 

of an only partially covered ccnc^ Thn r a: - 

was Uiere now as he tried to meet and y-m 

glance, hut in this he encountered an mmsm-ry— — 

uneasy in his saddle. ' ^ " — 

Sue Vincent did. not miss th= hem'r— 37 • r ~ 

manner, either, and she spoke mr “l 

somctliing she was fearful V ‘ ~ -7 - - - -m_ 

"What is it, 'Link? Yon\s''saze&m’r ^ 
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Asbell’s nod was curt. 

"Something to tell both you-and Dalmar. Dalmar first. 
, ; Starting now, he gets off Big Five land and he stays off! I 
catch him on any part of it again, I run hell out of him with a 
quirt. You hear me, Dalmar? Get off and stay off!” 

At first, Frank Dalmar s expression was one of startled 
incredulity. Then dark color washed up his narrow cheeks and 
. his lips pulled thin. 

“That’s crazy talk, Asbell,” he retorted. "You must have 
lost, your senses!” ■ . 

"Wrong!” Asbell rapped. "I’ve just come to them." 

For a moment. Sue Vincent also seemed unable to believe 
her ears. Then, flaring hotly, she lashed at Asbell with blazing 
glance and furious words. ' 

"Don’t you dare threaten a friend of mine this way! Link 
Asbell, just what do you me.an?” 

"You know what I mean. I gave you the same, word last 
m'ght. Dalmar gets off Big Five hand and he stays off!” 

She faced up to him, her head back, her slim shoulders 
squared, all seething indignance, all quivering anger. Twin 
spots of color blazed high in her cheeks and there were littl^ 
pale cavities at the comers of her nostrils. Her voice rani 
repressed, husky with feeling. 

"Link, you’ve been on this ranch a long time. My father 
? believed in you and trusted you as he trusted no other. I— 

T ve believed in you and trusted you, too. But if you persist 
in this blind, ridiculous antagonism Dad passed along to you, 
tlien you’ll simply h.ave to leave. You can’t stay on at Big Five, 
feeling and acting as you do. What you just said to Frank is 
almost unforgivable. You’ll apologize now— and fully! Or— 
or you can go roll your gear and I’ll make out your time!” 

Under tlie storm of her words, Asbell’s face became .an 
impass/ve mask, devoid of any expression save a settled 
bleakness. His glance was steady, unwavering, 

There’ll be no apology. Firing me rvon’t help matters, 
either. I’ll still ran him off Big Five land. Sue, there’s a lot 
you don’t know.” , 

Her reply came in something not far from a tight whisper. - 
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•“I know this. I know tliat you assume toe 
cannot stay another hour on this ranch. Get 
gctiier. Your time will be waiting for yon cn t 
Frank Dalmar laughed thinly. 

Good girll That cuts him down to 
- Asbell threw him a quick glance. 

ni still be too big for you, Dolmarl Tec 
ing and you should have listened to it il eet irr 
in a minute.” He turned back to Sue 
beh'eve you don’t quite mean all of that - - 
here’s something for you to hear, first X* 
cause killed Packy Lane. Packy waj nicci 
tlie head. Doc Jerome estabh'sh^ that r-cc 
has s\vom to it by affida\'it. ^^-ch ^^ 0 ! 

IT Kuanm;: M. 5 

iue. He asked me to bring this 


ie Circe 




over there right away, prepared 

son needs help and comfort.” ' ~ 

him^^'^^'^ ter immediate acts: S:n= 

^ Mandy-needs help and cocc^ 

Because her man has be-, c. . - 

Ncls. No, he’s not dead. M 
O'ng M a little while ago. Bu? th=^ - -- ' ' — ' 

Y wounded the way he k V 3 c“ 4 YCf^ ~ ' 
ebout It, but a speU of tears rwed-' d' Cl 
™nd s (mmforting should- T^^r- - 
Sues look went past .-15^=1 

t? around. C ~~ ' 

™''-'>rd weighing the omia-JC-^,^^ ' 

•Mandy-oh, Afandv-.r ^ ^ 

J'the twist she n— -- 
P^bo entrance and nmnin-4^'~ ' £n 

Link Asbell returned feC- ^ 

Out of respect fnr z ^ -asri.-' ~-j— 

y°>' get this cbneet rS"!' ^'4:^ am rcC 
offl Or do , 3u:aS:. 
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For a little time it seemed Frank Dalmar miglit dare that 
ery tiring. Then he shrugged and lifted his reins. 

'T didn’t shoot anybody, Asbell, so I’m damned if I knorv" 
diy you’re so hostile all of a sudden. Not that I care, paf- 
cularly. Every man to his own preference, and I don’t like 
ou any better than you h'ke me. Past all that, there can 
Iways be another time, and anotlier place.” 

“Any time— any placel” Asbell invited curtly. 

Frank Dalmar did not reply, but turned bis horse and lifted 
to a lope, heading south. 




South and whst of towTi, some eight miles out in the £.:t, 
dry nin of the plain, Double Diamond headquarters sprawled 
its corrals and ranch buildings about a single tall winami_ 
tower. It was strictly a male lair. The r.anchhouse was ua- 
painted and on llie warped, badly scuffed porch a couple cf 
saddles were thrown carelessly down. Three rounO-baairec 
chairs, padded wiUi old gunny sacks, were scattered alra-r 
the porch, with a fourtli sagging drunkenly on three jep- 
battered claw hammer and a little pile of nist:.% oH-i—ai 
nails were stacked against the wall. Finally, there w-i? i pdr 
of nm-over boots that at some time had got ws.:e: sauV-od 
and then .allowed to dry too long in the sun, and rir— wEre 
warped and cracked and iron-hard and useless. 

Things were no different inside, where a bErreu dbeeisr- 
ness held the rooms. In one of these FranJ: r>-'— hr 
father across a rough, pine-wood table that Irrered wm 
old papers and magazines and two lard-pad irp: mrda't ful 
of cigar and cigarette butts and dead ashes, .dbr. sberr wsr s 
box of pistol ammunition, broken open cn me :::ds ana - — 
several of the fat, brass cartridges spiZinr: o’ua rmr.ei — b-- 
malion on the box designated these carmdae: n: senre bT 
Colt, loaded witli a 255 grain buSet -s; xf -em 

grade Ffg black powder. 

Jonas Dalmar fixed his son s;-fth a n.anm“eri m-m 

1 “Another day of loafing, eh? Visftiax wfb; xba- ' 

I suppose. Wlicn in hell are you grfnr ts -naderr-.-r;' --j;- — - 
; is a cattle ranch where all gnr.sai — 

; and earn tlicir salt?” *' — 
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power, or perverted ambition? Any one or all of these. 
mainly because a human being, it seemed, could be. bom with, 
all tlie rapacious instincts of a wolf. _ 

What of himself? Words his father had throum at him still 
rang in his ears. "If your guts are turning over, it’s because 
you’re scared — ’’ Well, they were turning over, all right,, and 
was it, or was it not from fear? If so— fear of what? 

Frank Dalmar moved out into a short ball that was fill^ 
witlr tlie thickening gloom of dusk and the musty staleness of 
warm, trapped air. At the far end of this he turned into a 
room tliat was his own, and lowered himself on the edge of 
an iron bunk on which a couple of blankets lay in an imtidy 
tangle. 

For some little time he was motionless, his eyes fixed 
straight ahead, as though seeking a cleared way through the 
debris of ominous fact which had fallen' all about him. When 
ho finally did move it was to drag a warbag from under the 
bunk. From this he unearthed a partially emptied pint fiask of 
whiskey. He waggled the cork free and took a long drag. The 
bite of die liquor, running rich and raw down his throat in 
such potent amount, made him cough, made his eyes water, 
and he nibbed the back of his free hand across them. 

Hitting his empty stomach, the whiskey was swift in its 
effect. He felt better. The queasiness he had known at his 
father’s blunt disclosures was burned away by the whiskey’s 
invigorating warmtli. He took a second drag. And presently a 
third, w'liich emptied the flask. 

Dusk deepened to darkness. Faintly came all the h'ttle 
sounds of the ranch marking off another day and meetins 
anotlier night. Loudest of these was the jangling of the iron 
triangle at tlie cookshack door as the cook beat out the ezR 
to supper. 

Frank Dalmar considered the fact of food sn-! h- 

didn’t 'ivant any. lyhat he wanted right now rL— 

whiskey. He tlirew tJie einpt}' flask across — 

broke with sharp impact in a far corner. ' ~ 

He got to his feet and made his rrav ctif r.r 
night’s full dark. Light shone in the ccchRickszr 
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eli)ows between drinks. Once he tried to build a cigarette, but 
fuml)Ied it into a tattered mess. Observing, Ben Dillon de- 
cided it wouldn’t be long before Frank would be ready for 
the old bunk in tlie back room where he could sleep it off as 
Olliers had done before him. 

Tlie door of the Imperial swung and it was Charley Tunni- 
son who came in. The lawyer generally showed up around 
tins time for his after-supper brandy. He was meticulous 
about such things, taking his meals at the Prairie House, 
where he roomed, tlien dropping in at the Imperial for a 
brandy to settle liis stomach and ripen the flavor of his after- 
supper cigar. 

He had his own certain bottle of brandy, and as Ben Dillon 
poured from this, Tunnison jerked his head ton-ard Fianl: 
Dalmar. 

"Really getting his nose wet, eh? What for, I wonder’’' 

Ben Dillon shrugged. 'That I wouldn’t know. VTassi th^ 
get that way, I never bother them." 

Though Charley Tunnison was a steady cu-stomer. 

Dillon held no particular liking for him. A plain and fanrls- 
mental man himself, the saloon owner did not care r.r rs' 
^’'KSustion of ostentation always present in the man- 

ner. Those .special cigars he smoked, and tb? rar nnaa h? 
must have his own private bottle, tended inward ma- 
pression. 

That he .must have an after-sunner rmndr' ar nd arc 
somewhat condescending way hVtrm: arcr: i 

heightened tlie belief that he fancied armrsa: ar-.-— — ^ 
that he held himself as bemc srparrr rr 
And as it did witli others, rrbd dir did— 

Charley Tunnison sipped ri- armfr m-rd- an 

would wring the last tc"dz ad drrrr irrr ^ ^ 

smoked his pet cigars thar sn-m±ar ~ ~ 

Smoke, and to a certain d^' — ~ 

semsuous .about ft. .Vow. r- ^ 

drink, he kept eyeing Fraad dddrar ' 

in Ill's glance became a dd'er ~ 

Long had he disiiVsd'jarri '-T- 
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Timnison to the floor. And he was in a weaving crouch over 
tlie prone, senseless lawyer, bottle lifted for anotlier srnasi, 
when Ben Dillon came up from behind, ch-agging llim back 
and taking the letlial bottle away from him. 


The kitchen of tlie Running M r'anchhouse was large and 
airy. And, as Mandy Madison always kept it, spotless. Pots 
and kettles ranged along the wall beside the stove were 
scrubbed until they shone in the lamp glow, and the stove 
was polished to a deep gloss. Sue Vincent stood before tliis 
now, turning sizzling ham in one pan and frying potatoes 
in anotlier. A pot of coffee gave off its good fragrance, while 
in the oven a pan of biscuits fluffed and browned. 

Sue was subdued, deeply thoughtful. Better than an hour 
ago she had ridden in at Running M, and immediately sensed 
the strain and anxiety which shrouded the place. Old Pearly 
Grimes had taken her horse and Doc Jerome had met her at 
the door. Right after, she had faced Mandy and taken her in 
her arms. Which brought the surcease of tears to Mandy and 
won Sue an answering hug. 

Sue had not gone into the sick-room at all.- She could do 
nothing useful there. Her part was to take over the househac 
chores and offer Mandy tlie support^of corapambnshiD u-hsi 
and where she might need it. So now, she was cookir scr- 
per. 

Doc Jerome came into the kitchen, washed cn and a 
chair at tlie table. He caught Sues questioning --Vr^ 
shook his head. ~ ^ 


“No change,” he said. "Can’t really 
Maybe around midniglit when the .-r' .-cek ^ 

begin to wear off, I’)l have a better ides. Fiie 5^ t.' 
over, Sue. Its done Mandy a Jot cf rrcc.’" 

Earlier, Xiandy Madison bad c^csb?-’ dl 
food, t.iking only a cup of coree. 

ham and potatoes in front oi rrra£; F- ' 

der hiscuiLs from tlie oven arf 

fixed a plate for herself and . . F T 

ly she questioned ici — 
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"VlTiat do you tliinlc, Doctor?” ' ' . 

“Think— about what?” , ' 

“Nels. Who could have shot him— and why?” 

Doc considered soberly while he stirred sugar into his 
coffee. 

"Any opinion of mine must be only 'conjecture arid sur- 
mise." 

‘Til be sah'sfied with that,” Sue told him. 

Doc fixed her with a slightly frowning regard. 

"Youve beard what my findings were in Packy Lane’s- 
de.ath?” 

"Yes. Link Asbell told me. Do you think tliere is any con- 
nection between that and what has happened to Nels?” 

Doc c.ame back with a question of his own. “Did Liirk give 
you an opinion there?” 

"Not in exact words. But the way he acted and some things 
he said, pointed in a certain direction.” 

“What direction?” asked Doc. 

Sue shifted in her chair, dishubed by her thought and 
reluctant to voice her answer aloud. Doc understood. 

"I know,” he said, "An ugly, ugly conclusion, isn’t it? Yet, 
what else is there?” 

“It— it’s unthinkable!” cried Sue softly, but with emphasis. 
“Even if my father did warn against such a possibility, d 
c.an’t— I won’t believe it!” 

“Yet Packy Lane is dead, definitely of a gunshot,” Doc 
reminded. “While Nels lies in yonder room, dangerously 
wounded. Facts to be faced, Sue girl.” 

“But Frank. Dalmar is my friend— my very good friend,” 
Sue protested. “He doesn’t— he isn’t—!” 

“Probably not,” cut in Doc, nodding. 'Til go along with 
you there. I doubt Frank had anything .at all to do with either 
shooting, or that he even knew they were going to happen,, 
for that matter. But I can’t honestly say the same for Jonas 
Dalmar or Bardo Sampson, I’ve played considerable poker fit 
the same table with those two, and if you play poker enough 
with a man, you get a pretty fair idea of his capabilities in 
all things and in all directions,” . 
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“Its unthinJrable," declared Sue aga^ her voi^ dropping’ 
to a taut murmur. “I tell you. I v,'an t beueve ; . , • 

■There,” chided Doc gently, speaks a cMdhood ecio m 
■ dear. In tliat wondrous age we could beKeve only what ^ 
wi.dwd to believe. But when as adults we meet with some ot 
tlic brutal facts of life, then we must acknowledge reaht}'. 
Her eyes big and dark wth growing apprehension. Sue was 

silent for a little time before asking; 

“If-if v/hat you and Link hint at is true, what could be 

the purpose behind it?” 

Doc shrugged. “Greed, hate, a hvisted idea of revenge for 
some past injury, real or faneied-any one of the many 
meaner passions manlnnd seems heir to. In this case, maybe 
a little of several of them. Thinking back, Sue, do you recall 
any of tire causes for conflict and antagonism between your 


■ laOier and Jonas Dalmar?” 

She considered soberly. 

"No doubt there were a number I never did hear about or 
Cully understand. 1 certainly remember one favorite remark 
of my fatlier s." 

“That 'tlicy do not like us and they never will,’ ” suggested 
Doc quickly. 

Sue nodded, “Yes, that one. And then I remember one time 
hearing Dad say tliat Jonas Dalmar would trade his hope of 
licaven for the summer range in the Saddlebacks.” 

“Well,” pointed out Doc, “the Saddlebaclcs are still there 
aren’t tliey?" 


Sue toyed with her food for a little time before asking 
another hesitant question, 

“Should it be what you and Link Asbell think. Doctor 
how can it be headed off-stopped?” ’ 

dear Doc said gravely. But when something like this skrtl 
a Hung 1 , viokn, a„d p„da,„„, a oan onlv be It' d 
bv a »„v«.c,„g display »f s»pcd„ volMe ” ® 

Mc.ining more shooting, more-more killing-?” 

J "s “ ™ 4 y«a » very 
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■“L-uckyl" she cried. “How can you use such a word in the 
face of what— of this—?” , 

■ “Facts, my dear-facts,” said Doc steadily. “This is -.an 
adult world you’re in now, remember. And as long as Big Five 
may be faced with what could be a fight for its very life, then 
I say you’re mighty lucky to have a man like Link A-sbell to 
shoulder the load. If you’ll permit me some mildly profane 
emphasis. I’ll say you’re damn luckyl” 

Softly moving, Mandy Jdadison appeared at the kitchen 
door. 

“Doctor, he’s stirringi” 

Doc pushed back his chair, got to his feet and followed 
Mandy into the further depths of the house. 

Left alone. Sue Vincent set her half emptied plate aside, 
concerned only with hot coffee and the dark oppression of her 
thoughts. The first touch of this shadow had come to her 
last night when Link AsbeU faced her in the patio of the 
home ranch with the bleak news of Packy Lane’s death, to- 
gether with the strong suspicion that it had not been acci- 
dental or due to natural causes. 

The word had naturally taken the edge off the evening for 
her, and she could hardly wait for her guests to leave. When 
they finally did and she sought her bed, she found she could 
not sleep, so had wrapped a robe about herself and gone into 
the ranch office to wait for Link Asbell’s return from town, 
knowing he’d check the light in the office when he did return. 

She thought of how he looked when he stepped in out of 
•the night, lean face drawn with fatigue, a darkening bruise 
forming high on one cheek, and with the hot embers of con- 
flict still smoldering in his eyes. That same fire bad left him 
somewhat blunt and uncompromising, yet behind his. stern- 
ness of word and manner, there had been, as always, the hint 
of a gentleness he’d never failed to accord her. 

But this afternoon, when, driven by restlessness, she had 
ridden witli Frank Dalmar, on returning home she had faced 
tlie grimmest, bleakest Link Asbell she had ever known, a 
Link Asbell who had ordered Frank off the place. There had 
been no gentleness in him then, just a sort of leaning, 
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croudied' implacability which retreated not an inch from 
Frank Dalmar’s angiy retort or her own flaring indignapce. 

Always before, no matter what tlieir disagi'eement rnight 
be she had been able to force some vestige of retreat from 
■ Link Asbeli. Not tliis time! And then, along with everything 
else, he’d brought not only the ugly truth of Packy Lanes 
murder, but also tlie word of tlie attempt to do the same to 
Ncls Madison. And that had swiftly drained all the anger 
from her and left her quaking and afraid, 

She was still uneasy, still frightened, not only because of 
the ominous surge of events, but because of certain things she 
had, in her flaring anger, said to Link Asbeli. Such as him 
being tlnough on Big Five, that she was letting him go, that 
.she was going to write out his timel 
Whatever had possessed her to say such things? They were 
unthinkable! What would Big Five be without Link Asbeli 
to handle the crew and run ranch affairs in his sure, depend- 
able way? 

Had he, she wondered somewhat feverishly, taken her at 
her word? Of course she had not done at all what she threat- 
ened. The news Link had brought about Nels Madison had 
completely knocked all that foohsh, hot-headed nonsense out 
of her. Yet he might have packed his gear and ridden away, 
disdaining to wait for any wages due him, for well she knew 
what a deep, enduring pride and sohd self-respect lay behind 
the soberly even demeanor that was Link Asbell’s usual way. 

She remembered die strange, still look of him when she 
flayed liim verbally in front of Frank Dalmar. Of a sudden 
he seemed to have moved completely away from her and 
then stood far out there, a lone and solitary figure. And a 
stranger! What if, as such, he’d ridden away from Big Five 
for good? 


Doc Jerome came back into the kitchen, rubbing his hands 
and exclaiming with satisfaction. 


rhat Ncls! The man s strong as an ox, for he’s cominr c-- 
of .shock already. Wludi is good-good! Sue, girl-r- - 
really enjoy the rest of my supper!” ^ ' ~ 

Sue did not press Doc' for further coaver^.-^ - 
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"Tlut you Doc? Goodl Here's the stuff you sent me after. 
And here's iord from your tyife. You're needed m town ff 

yon can make it.” .no” 

‘Tlie devil!" Doc exclaimed. "Wlw? 

"Charlc>- Tunnison. His face is all busted up. and 
Frank Dalmar got in a nickus^ in the Imperial and Daimar 
hit him with a whiskey bottle.” ^ 

Doc swore mildly. “This damn stretch cf car — : gan. 

ernzy. ^^^lat did those ttvo Sght about?” _ - - 

"According to Ben Dillon. ■>"ung nn £2 

Imperial part full of whiskey ana T-~n^ m_ 'Sn senae kmd 
of troubles, and set out to get gred and drunic dch said its 
no use arguing noth anybody %vnsi mey ger tnat way. The 
thing to do is let ’em go ahead and drink themselves blind, 
then put ’em in the back room to sleep it off. 

“Well, Frank Dalmar, he’s prett}- weD dorni the road when 
Charley Tunnison comes in for his after-supper shot of 
brandy. He looks Dalmar over, moves up by him and makes 
some sort of remark tliat carried Sue Vincent’s name. After 
which, Dalmar grabs the whiskey bottle and belts Tunnison 
across’ the face witli it. 1 was at your office when they brought 
Tunnison in. He was a mess. Your missis, she did what she 
could for him, but she said to tell you his nose is plenty 
busted and tliere’s some stitchin’ to do where his cheek is 
split open. She said fixin’ up his nose was going to be a mean 
chore unless you got at it pretty quick, because everything 
is swelling out of shape." 

"What blasted idiots men can be!” Doc snorted. "Well, half 
an hour ago Td have said Tunnison would just have to'wait 
and suffer, but the way Nels is picking up I think I can safely 
spare time to run into town. But I'll want to get back again 
tonight. So, while I check on Nels again, Rupe, you hook a 
fresh te.im to the rig.” 

honsr the medical supplies Rupe Hahn had brought 
mg. Sue Vincent heard the murmur of voices £ 

Maudy .riadison some last minute instrucUons. Righ^ ^ 
Inig m hima. Doc hurried out into the night agaffiT"* 
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Tick su.v %vas but a few minute.^ hh'h tho ti/-y> ji.'irnh,:/ v/f./ 
Link Asbell rode up to Btinnin^, .M )if::i/]qii;>rU'r‘:. In hi’. ?);■>? 
sleeves. Doc Jerome stood on the porrh, 
yawning uddely. Doc’s hair was rumpled ano' h»- 
eyed. 

"You,” said Asbc-II, dfsrriountirjfp "iook i/kc yn^i’d f.vd <. 
hard night. How's N'els?" 
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Vincent’s name in it, and Dalmar let him have it with die 
bottle.” ^ ^ , 

“Now,” said Asbell, with a quick harshness, "that’s a mark 
in Dahnar’s favor. Too bad he didn’t hit Tunnison again.” 

“He was going to, so I understand. He had Tunnison on 
the floor and was all set to brain him proper when Ben Dillon 
hauled him o£F.” 

Asbell set to building a smoke. "Nels is really doing good, 
Doc? You’re not just saying he is?” 

"You should know me better than that,” retorted Doc 
bluntly. "One thing I never, never do, is soft talk either, my- 
self or anyone else about the condition of a patient of mine. 
When I say Nels is doing fine, I mean just tliat.” 

"Didn’t mean to niffle you,” Asbell apologized. “It’s just 
that I’ve been worried.” 

“Sure,” said Doc. "I know. Now I’m asking you some- 
thing. Where are you heading, witli a rifle slung to your 
saddle and a six-shooter to your waist? As I recall, you never 
used to p.ack a gun.” 

“And as I recall,” said Asbell drily, “it was a certain Doc 
Jerome who warned me to keep an eye on both sides of tlie 
trail, as well as throwing a look over my shoulder every now 
and their. Besides, when I didn’t pack a gun, that was day 
I before vestcrd.iy. Things have happened, since tlien.” 

“Tmc enough,” Doc nodded. "But you still haven’t said 
where you're heading.” 

Asbell considered for a moment before .anssvering slowly, 

“That depends on what Sue Vincent has to say. I’ll know, 
better after I’ve had a talk with her. You might tell her I’m 
out here." 

Sue provided the answer to this need by now showing in 
the ranchhouse doorway, after which she came along file 
porch a little difirdently. Doc, ever tactful, went back into the 
Irouse, .again yawning and stretching. 

Sue dropped slowly down the porch steps and stood in 
front of Asbell. Her manner was subdued, hesitant, yet 
backed by a veiled suggestion of eagerness. 

‘Tjink, she said. "It— it’s so good to see you." 
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He Tcparded her gravely, startled at her manner and.words, 
neither being at all what he’d expected. It was as if she was 
welcoming him hack from some lengthy absence, instead of a 
mere few hours. 

‘That sounds as if I’d been a long time away. Sue. .1 
haven’t.” 

"Yc.s, you have,” she declared. "Last night you were so far 
-so awfully far away. Oh, that probably doesn’t make sense 
to you, but it docs to me. Link— I— well, I didn’t mean what 
1 said yesterday afternoon. About you-you leaving Big Five.” 
She hurried on to emphasize this. “No, I didn’t really mean 
tljat. I was just angr}'— unthinking. Link, you must never 
take me at my word, if I should ever say such a thing again!” 

Never had she knoum the rush of feeling toward Link 
Asbell as at this moment. The feeling of deep gratitude that 
he was standing there before her. A tall, spare man, with the 
moniing sun building a shading of clean, hard bronze across 
the angular planes of his lean face— a man who was solid and 
.sure and dependable. In him there was no gift of empty small 
talk, but when he spoke he said what he thought and meant 
what he said. 

Now also, where a wariness, a guarded remoteness had lain 
far back in his eyes, a renewed warmth began to build, and 
somehow he was not that distant figure he’d been yesterday 
.afternoon, but instead the familiar, steadfast Link Asbell of 
old. 

A sob tightened Sue’s throat. 

"Oh, Link-somedmes I can be sucb a fool!” 

“Not so,” he reassured gently. "Just a mite headstrontr 
that’s all.” 


Like Doc, Sue \^incent had marked the rifle under his sad- 
die fender and the gun-weighted belt sagging at his hip 
The giins,’ she said. T-I don’t like them, but I Imow 
yoxi wouldn t cany- diem unless you felt you should Linlc- 
youllhe very careful?” 

”Of course,” he promised. Then he conceded a 
Alxni Frank Dalmar-I could have fa-ea a -417-" 
there. 
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“I understand Tunmson used Sue Vincent’s name,” Asbell 
probed. “Just how did he use it?’’ 

"Frank was pretty drunk,” Dillon explained. “Tunnison, 
sarcastic as hell, was jibing him for being that way, and ended 
up sa>dng Sue Vincent would sure be proud of him if she 
could see him. Then Frank hit him,” 

“Vdicre’s Frank now?” 

Dillon jerked a shoulder point. "Sleeping it off in the back 
room. He really tied one on. Link.” 

Asbell considered, lips pursed. "Why would he do that, I 
wonder? As I recollect, he always handled his h'quor well.” 

Dillon shook his head. 

"Can’t prove it by me. He was carr>'ing a pretty fair edge 
already when he came in, and seemed to have a lot on his 
mind.” 


“He try and tell you any of his troubles?” 

'The saloon owner shook his head again. 

"Not a peep. He just fastened on to tlie bottle and indicated 
ho wanted to bo left alone wntli it. I obliged.” 

"Vffiat alrout Tunru'sonF’ Asbell asked. 

"Holed up in his room in the Prairie House. I reckon, 
Dillon said. “Last night. Jigger Henley and me, we lugged 
him over to Doc Jerome’s office. Tlicn, after Doc came in 
from Running M and fixed him up, wc steered lu’m oi’cr to 
his room. He’s one damn .sick hombre. Link. He aint ^ing 
to be frislcing around smoking those big cigars for some 

"That’s all right with me,” Asbell said. "\\’hcn he dors 
haVc an earful of strong talk saved up for him. Hes cen a 
guest out at Big Five a good many times. He nc\ cr i 


From Uie Imperial, Asbell crossed to Vhit i 

store. Wliit, busj- restocking a shelf with canned goo s, o 


cr his shoulder. , r 1 1 

"You,” he accused, wnth Uic frwdom of 
•e spending more lime in town t,inn jou arc. ^ ^ 
ise days. Wliat’s the matlcr-no cows 


Five any more?” ' ; 

"Raising cows there and maytie a i 


oilier places,” Asbell retorted in kind. “Then there’s an- 
odler point. I want you to order in anotlier stove for Big 
. Five— line camp cabin size, with about half a dozen lengths of 
chimney pipe, to go ivith it.” 

“That sounds like you intend to build again above 'Rose- 
bud?” . 

“We do. The old stove up there was pretty rickety, and 
going through the fire didn’t improve it any. You know die 
kind I mean, Wliit. About so high and so gross.” Asbell 
framed the approximate dimensions with his spread hands. 

“I know,” the storekeeper said. 

He finished with the last of the cans and tossed the empty 
.packing case into a comer before asking the same question 
Ben Dillon had. 

“What’s the word on Nels Madison?” 

“Everything considered, it couldn’t be better.” 

“Now that I like to hearl” Henderson exclaimed. “The 
best of folks, Nels and Mandy.” He indicated Asbell’s gun. 
“You, I see, are getting smart.” 

“It seems to make sense,” Asbell admitted soberly. ‘"^Tiit, 
what’s your feeling on the mckus behveen Frank Dalmar and 
1 Charley Tunnison?” 

Answer was quick and emphatic. 

“Tunnison got exacdy what was coming to him. Consider- 
,ing conditions and the place, it was a damned insult to even 
mention Sue Vincent’s name. I can’t imagine what got into 
Tunnison; I always figured him more intelligent than tliat. 
Anyway, he let his mouth go loose and got it closed for him— 
and plenty! Drunk or not, you got to hand it to Dalmar for 
shutting him up the way he did.” 

Spinning a cigarette into shape, Asbell spoke ivith a slow 
'thoughtfulness. 

You know, Whit, when a set of conditions that have held 
over the years along a range finally begin breaking up, you 
sure see sides to people you never thought were there. It 
makes a man wonder.” 

Outside, hoofs muttered along the street, and over in front 
of the Imperial a buckboard pulled up, with a rider s^vinging 
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in beside it. Jonas Dalmar was driving the.buckboard and the 
rider accompanying him was one Wiley Goss. Jonas Dalmar 
did not leave the rig immediately. Instead, he sat hunched 
forward, staring at Link Asbell’s horse, -tethered further 
along the hitch rail 

From intent consideration of a Big Five horse, with a rifle 
slung under the saddle fender, Jonas Dalmar presently 
straightened and swung his narrow head in a quick suiVey 
of the street After which he droned a few thin words of 
instruction to Wiley Goss before leaving the buckboard and 
malang his gaunt, angular way into the saloon. 

Wiley Goss left his saddle, tethered both his own horse 
and the buckboard team, then took up position at a comer 
of tho Imperial, tipping a leaning shoulder against the wall 
and fashioning a smoke while his head swung back and forth, 
his glance seemingly casual, but none-the-less carefuL 

From inside the shadowed doorway of the store, Link 
Asbell and Whit Henderson observed and wondered. ■ 

“Now there’s a lovely pair who act like they might be 
fixing to raid somebody’s hen roost,” Henderson murmured. 
“Or would you say that Jonas Dalmar has acquired a body- 
guard? Else why would a hard nut like Wiley Goss be tag- 
ging along and keeping such an alert eye on this and that?r 

“I’m going over there and find out,” Asbell said. “Just why 
should Jonas Dalmar be so damn interested in my horse 
and gear?” 

“You got a point there,” admitted Henderson. “But watch 
yourself, my friend. Once in my travels I turned over a rock 
and uncovered a side-winder. That fellov/ Goss has always 
reminded me of such.” 

Asbell moved out, crossing the store porch, dropping off 
it into the street He tramped over, ducked under the hitch 
rail and came xqi with a quick swing that put him facing 
Wiley Goss. 

“Would you he looking for somebody, Goss? Me— maybe?” 

Wiley Goss held his posture against the building, his 
blocky, strange-shaped body negligently leaning, 
thick of leg and waist, tapering up from these to 
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He moved past Asbell with dragging spurs and turned m 
at the Imperial door, Asbell at his heels. . 

Ben Dillon was at the far end of the bar, watchmg the rear 
door of the room. The door was open and beyond it sounded 
the rasp of harsh words. And now Frank Dalmar came 

stumbling through. , , , . t- 

The upper part of his shirt lay wet and dark against -ms - 
chest and shoulders. Water ran down from his soaked and 
tangled hair, streamed across his liquor punished face and 
leaked into his blurred and swollen eyes. With a dazed, im- 
certain motion he tried to wipe his eyes clear rvith the back 


of his hand. 

Behind Frank stalked his father, gaunt and contemptuously 
angry. He carried Frank’s hat in one hand and an emptj' 
water, bucket in the other. When, looking past Frank, Jonas 
Dalmar saw Asbell, he broke off a sneering tirade at his son, 
dropped the water bucket to the floor, put bis free band on 
Frank’s shoulder and gave him a shove toward the front 
door of the place. 

“Hold on a minutel” 

As he spoke, Ben Dillon reached for bottle and glass and 
poured a stifle three fingers of whiskey. He pushed the glass 
to the edge of the bar. 

“Put that away, Frank. Do you good.” 

“Like helll” Jonas Dalmar let go of Frank and swept ^ass 
and contents to the floor, the glass making a faint httle crash 
as it struck and broke. "No more of that stuff for- him. He 
must have swam in it last m'ghtl” 

"If he did,” Ben Dillon stated bluntly, “it was probably 
because he was trying to get away from the fact that such a 
■ damned .old tarmtula as you are his father!” 

Dillon set out and filled another glass, and again fixed 
stem gaze on Jonas Dalmar. 


“Frank may be your son, but I see him as a suffering 
, hurasm being, and I know what he needs to straighten him 
out. He needs a big drinl^ which IVe poured for him S 
dym bust another glass- on me, you’ll get hit harder ^ 
r ey uniuson did last night. All right, Frank-drink iml” 
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"At anytliing you u'ant to make cf it: 
coldly. 

For the briefest moment Jonas Dab 
glitter. Then he waved his hand .ap- 
“Around and around, that's all Just arcurc arc 
He turned to Ben Dillon. “What dr I cvr? vrc fn 
glass, the spilled whiskey and fer Franks Icdi 
night?" ' 

Ben Dillon was blunt. "N'ot 
for Frank was for him persca__.. 

You, too,” Jonas Dalmar drcna 
All right, Goss-Iet's get oat c: her 
He stamped away, a lank, cld yn:; 

his face set in sullenness, fcSowed, 

Ben Dillon came around the bar whh a trcccr ■r- 
sweeping up the fragments 

Me,”he growled, “Im getfcg sc . 

sonous old de\'il. Link, vou s^odd hl^~ 
rawhided Frank. Then doused hb: 
like you might sluice oE a hocr h a tr-r-ri^ V Jlir-.. 
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Fhom the ■ Imperial to the livery bam started as quite a 
journey for Frank Dalmar. Emerging on the street he paused, 
pulling his hat low, for, after the shadowed interior of the 
saloon the bright pour of the sun was pure torture to his 
bloodshot eyes. In addition, his head was a vast torment of 
throbbing misery. And, though the drink Ben DUlon poured 
for him had helped a lot, his stomach was on fire and fiercely 
uneasy. 

Nor was the street the usual level, solid stretch. Instead, at 
the moment it contained an up-and-down shiftiness, so when 
Frank started along it, he moved with his feet spaced csg:&- 
fuUy to brace against such treacherous goings-on. However,' 
physical activity in itself proved a help, and the further he 
went along the more things steadied down. 

From the doorway of the stable, Jigger Henley saw Frank 
heading his way. Whereupon Jigger got busy and by the time 
Frank turned in, had his horse in the runway and was sad- 
dling up. A man who liked a cold drink of water at regular 
intervals tliroughout the day. Jigger always kept a canvas 
water-hag hanging from a Wc^ peg. Sight of the bag, with its 
moist, bulging bulk, set off a raging thirst in Frank Dalmar. 
Noting Frank’s avid glance. Jigger nodded. 

“Go ahead,” he said. “Help yourself.” 

Frank lifted down the water bag, rinsed his mouth, then 
drank long and deep, the wet coolness of the water pouring 
all through him, quenching the inner fires, swelling and sooth- 
ing all his tissues. He paused for breath, then drank again. 
Sighing, he replaced the water bag’ and turned to Jigger.- 
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“Obliged,” he mumbled gruffly. "And for looking after my 
horse.” He reached for his pocket. "What do I owe you? ’ ^ 

“Nothing," 

Frank protested. "That's not right. You got to live, too. 
Ho\v much?” 

“Nothing,” Jigger said again. “You paid in advance, last 
night.” 

Frank frowned, blinking. “I don't remember paying you 
anytliing." 

"Not in money,” Jigger admitted. “You earned a night's 
'care for your horse when you shut Tunnison’s mouth for liim.” 

"Oh!” murmured Frarik. “That?” 

“Yeah,” Jigger said. “That.” 

He slipped the headstall into place, handed Frank the reins. 

Frank climbed carefully into the saddle, settled himself, 
started to say something, changed his mind and rode out. 

Clear of town he took the home trail, and though his horse 
wanted to run a little, he held it to a swinging walk. For he 
had some stem thinking to do. Yesterday, imder the. first 
numbing shock of what his father had disclosed, his mind 
seemed to lock, holding no clear thought at all. Then, his only 
impulse had been to get away, to find a refuge of some sort 
wherein he could blank out everything. 

Now, however, despite the kind of night he’d been through, 
and though his head was still a throbbing torment, thoughts 
were clearing. Also, from some previously unguessed comer 
of his character, emerged grim conviction, which, by the time 
Double Diamond headquarters lifted out of the plain ahead, 
became equally grim decision. 

Kno\ving thirst again, his first act on reaching home was 
to seek a faucet under the windmill tower and once more 
quench the inner fires. This taken care of, he went into the 
cook shack. 

“Fix me a meal, Joe,” he ordered. 

The cook made out to argue. “Noon gmb ain’t too far away. 
You can wait—” 

"No!” cut in Frank harshly. “Fix it now. Get at itl” 


The cook stared, showing some 
sulkily, stirred up lire fire and cn £ 
Frai^ went over to the r an^nn onse a: 
he made a compact roll o£ a conpis cr cj 
rifle hung from one v/aE peg? a ££- 
from another. He laid the rifle cn tne c-a: 
the belt gun. Into a pair of sadoie-Dags 
of boxes of ammunition, added seme cm 
ing and a' pair of field-glasses. FinaEj 
lined, canvas,coat to the pile and carried 
and over to his horse. 



Saddle-bags, hlankets and coat he iieci bei±m the czrrie- 
The rifle he slung under the near siirttrp fedm. These tnmgs 
taken care of he returned to the cookshaci: arm sat CCTm to 
tough steak, cold biscuits and luke-wann comee. 

Done with his meal he located an empty* fleer S£'£c and in. 
the cook’s storeroom, filled it to bulging. The ccch eyec. i±n' 
gloomily, but said nothing Frank carried &e sad: cf snpphss 
over to his horse and slung it to his saddle hsm, WhrLe he vras 
about .this, Bardo Sampson appeared in the doorway cf ths 
bunkhouse, observed for a moment, then crossed evss 
“What’s the idea?” he demand^ heavily. "ViTsere yon 
think you’re going?” 


FraiJc looked his father’s partner up and down with onen 
hostility. 

■ “None of your businessl” 

Bardo Sampson’s protuberant eyes bulged- 
“Why damn your insolent hide— you can’t talk to me that- 
way!” 

“I did,” Frank said coldly. “And if you don’t like it-what 
are you going to do about it?” 

Bardo considered him with an angry astonishment V/hiLe 
he and Frank had never got along too v/ell, with Frank so 
far as was possible always keeping his distance, up to estw 
their relationship had been pretty much an only sfightly cof. 
tened arrogance of command on Bardo’s part, and a Ind 

F-^* But here was a new M 
not only showmg the old personal aversirm nr,A ^ "! 
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a little time, trying to dredge some significance from it. Fail- 
irig, he shrugged, crossed to his horse and left to^^-a. 

A number of times in the past had Jonas Dalmar ^•isited 
\vith Charley Tunnison in the latter’s office. But this urns the 
first time to seek Tunnison in his room, so he had to ask. Husk 
Greeley left off a chore of washing some front unndows while 
he gave answer. 

"Tunnison? Number Seven.” Husk added, grinning, "Bet- 
ter walk soft and speak the same way, Jonas, for I doubt any 
Dalmar is exactly popular Nvith Charley right now. He’s fit to 
be. 


Dalmar grunted and went along the hall, pausing at Seven 
to knock. He entered to a mumbled summons. 

Charley Tunnison was in bed, propped against some pil- 
lows. A broad white bandage swathed his face from upper lip 
to hair line. A gap was cut in the lower edge of this for him 
to breathe throu^ and from two other slits his eyes glinted 
behveen puffed, bruise-blackened lids. 

Dalmar paused beside the bed. /‘Sony about this, Char- 
ley," he said smoothly. 

Tunnison’s answer, from a combination of physical weak- 
ness and a burning inner rage, was thick and husky. 

“So you sayi” 

"I mean it,” Dalmar insisted. “I gave Frank hell. I guess 
he was pretty drunk?” 

^ 3 pig.” ground out Tunnison. “But that's no excuse. 
Drunk or sober, nobody treats me so without paying for it 
some way.” 


"A damned unfortunate thing,” Dalmar soothed. “I regret 
it and came to apologize for Frank, which I’ve done. Now I'd 
like to talk a h'ttle business.. You up to it?” 

Silent a moment, Tunnison presently nodded. “Keep your 
voice do\vn. These walls are thin. What is this business?” 

Dalmar pulled a chair up beside the bed. He produced a 
cigar, took the tip off it with that characteristic twisting, hard 
snap of his teeth, then lit up, making litde smacking sounds 
with his bps while he puffed. He took the cigar from his 
mouth, looked at the glowing tin of it. 




aliead of me, ?ye r— r 
up, another five h~£: 
it too much, or it couH < 

For some little time J:nu i-'ornnirmstiiis: rr 

But his face pulled thinner arc —r-~‘ ^ resmsf rJrr 
as if the bones would break tbrci tke -Vt ^ 

stirred, his words were a? tart arc as k±- 

“You’re jumping at a hell c: a kt cf c-Tr-r-^-r-,,.- 7~— ~ 

I know about Lane and Madfscn benrx skctr ^ 

figure me responsible?” ~ ‘ ' ~ 

If you’re not,” Tunnison shot back; w±i; hfs 
Wer’s perception, “why all the interest m 
affidawtf Would you be worried ever vha‘ c-iric 
should rt reach Sheriff Hatfield’s oSce hr OaJci- 

I shll say it doesn’t He me in on a thhrz.” Dalmar dr-e- 
Perhaps not-directly,” Tunnison l 

to look and listen. And the day 

you ever had of taking over in ie sl-feV' ^ ^5“ 
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"It’s just too -bad Frank, didn't smash in your damned 
skuH,” he said wickedly.' “I’ve a notion to finish the job- 
now!”' 

Again Charley Tunnison shifted under his blankets. The 
move brought his right hand into view. Gripped in it was a 
nickel-plated, snub-nosed Bulldog revolver of heavy caliber. 
The gaping muzzle peered at Jonas. Dalmar’s gaimt midriff. 

“Now there’s a notion best got rid of,” the lawyer said 
evenly. "This—” he waved the gun slightly, "has been a long- 
time bedfellow of mine. You lay a hand on me and I’ll shoot 
your backbone in half. I’ve taken my last manhandling from 
any Dahnar. Let’s not play at make-believe. Personally, I 
don’t care a thin damn for you— no more than you do for me. 
Yet we can be useful to each other, so long as we consider 
facts and stick to them. Now I got some sleep to catch up. I 
had little enough of it last night, thanks to your drunken son. 
A final reminder. A tliousand, in cash, before the week’s out!" 

Jonas Dalmar kicked his chair aside in a skidding clatter, 
then wheeled to the door. Here he paused and looked back. 

"And here’s a reminder for you, Tunnison. No man ever 
double-crossed me and made it stick. You better not -try. 
While you’re sleeping, chew on that!” 

He stepped through into the haU, shutting the door with a 
slam that echoed forward to where Husk Greeley still labored 
at his window-wasliing. Husk turned, W'ondering, prepared to 
speak. But when he glimpsed the black and seething fury in 
Dalmar as the latter stalked past, he said nothing. 

In the street, Jonas Dalmar went along to his buckboard 
tvhere it stood in front of the Imperial, untied the team, 
climbed into the rig and jerked a beckoning nod to Wiley 
Goss. He reined the team into quick movement and left town 
at a pace which made Goss spur to a long lope to keep up. 

In his room, instead of trying to woo sleep immediately, 
Charley Tuimison lay with his thoughts, these so intriguing as 
to cause him to partially forget the pain in his face and head. 
For the visit by Jonas Dalmar had brought a number of things 
into acute focus that had not been entirely clear before. 

As the lawyer now saw it, however matters worked out, he 



was bound to benefit. Jonas Dalmar would have to come 
across with the thousand dollars, as the last thing in the world - 
he wanted was any kind of interference from Chris Haffield’s 
office. Nor, reflected Tunnison sardonically, did he himself 
want to see such interference. This, however, Jonas Dalmar 
would never know! 

Ahead, if things moved as he calculated they would, Tun- 
nison envisioned for himself a great and rosy future, the kind 
of future a man attained by being smart enough and shrewd 
enough to use and maneuver other men to his own ends. 

In his mind he pictured how it would be. Big Five and 
Double Diamond both broken and. exhausted from an all-out 
fight for range and water. It was something Jonas Dalmar had 
long schemed toward, such a fight, and it had now started. 
And should another outfit, in this case the Rimning M, be 
caught in the grinder and pulled apart, so much the better. 
For that would leave the range just so much weaker and 
easier to be taken over by the right man at the right time. 

The right time, of course, would be that day when both 
Jonas Dalmar and Link Asbell lay dead upon the earth. And 
the right man would be Charley Timnison, none otherl He 
would be the one to move in and take over, using money 
where money would serve, and ruthless force where such was 
needed. 

Also— and with this thought his eyes gleamed through the 
mask-hke orifices in the bandage— something else might easily 
come his way. The biggest prize of all. With no one else to 
lean on, Sue Vincent could turn to him! 

As a rule an intensely hard-headed and realistic man, just 
now Charley Tunnison was so lost in an illusory jungle of 
wishful thinking, he had become blind to many holes and fool- 
traps in his reasoning. , Also, the falsely glittering promise of 
it proved both anesthetic and soporific. So, shortly, he slept. 

At Double Diamond headquarters, Bardo Sampson watch- 
ed Jonas Dalmar haul a sweating, winded buckboard team to 
a stop, ctob sMy from the rig and head into the ranch- 
house. Shortly Dalmar reappeared and came over to where 
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was bound to benefit, Jonas Dalmar would have to come 
across with the thousand dollars, as the last thing in tiie world 
he wanted was any land of interference from Chris Hatfield s 
office. Nor, reflected Tunnison sardonically, did he liimsclf 
\yant to see such interference. This, however, Jonas Dalmar 
would never know! 

Ahead, if things moved as he calculated they would, Tim- 
nison envisioned for himself a great and rosy future, the kind 
of future a man attained by being smart enough and shrewd 
enough to use and maneuver other men to his own ends. 

In his mind he pictured how it would be. Big Five and. 
Double Diamond both broken and exhausted from an all-ont 
fight for range and water. It was something Jonas Dalmar had 
long schemed toward, such a fight, and it had now siaried- 
And should another outfit, in this case the Running M, he 
caught in the grinder and pulled apart, so much the herer. 
For that would leave the range just so much weaks: aad 
easier to be taken over by the right man at the right rnae. 

The right time, of course, would be that day when hcch 
Jonas Dalmar and Link Asbell lay dead upon the i 
the right man would be Charley Tunnison, nme 
would be the one to move in and take cr.*; 
where money would serve, and ruthless force where smh vns 
needed. 

Also— and with this thought his eyes giemeh — ! -w- rEig. 
mask-like orifices in the bandage— somethfnr ' 
come his way. The biggest prize of alL yT; 
lean on, Sue Vincent could turn to hw-' 

As a rule an intensely hard-headed g-- 
now Charley Timnison was so lost in an 
wishful thinking, he had become blind tn rra 
traps in his reasoning, . Also, the falselw gh 
it proved both anesthetic and soncrrhiL Sc. 
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At Double Diamond headquarters, 
ed Jonas Dalmar haul a sweatmz. vch; 
a stop, climb stiffly from the ris and 
house. Shortly Dalmar reapresred an 
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Bardo stood in the bunkhouse door. Dahnar .indicated ■ the 
shadowy interior beyond Bardo. 

"Frank in tliere?” 

Bardo shook his head. "Not here. He’s pulled out.” 

"Pulled outl What do you mean?” 

“Just that. He ain't here.” 

“Where did he go?” 

Bardo shiaigged. "You guess. I don’t know and care less. 
He told me to stay away from him, which I can damn well 
do I” 

“But you must have some idea?” Dalmar persisted. 

“No!” Bardo made it definite. “Here’s how it was and 
here’s all I know. Frank ht here just long enough to eat, take 
unto himself some blankets and a sack of grub, grab his rifle 
and belt gun and head out again. He looked like he’d been 
tlirough one plenty hard night. I asked him where he was 
going and he as good as told me to go to hell. So, I wished 
him the same, and there you have it.” 

’The words brought Jonas Dalmar up gaunt and still, while 
he calculated with shadowed eyes. 

“He took blankets and grub as well as his guns?” 

“That’s it.” 

“Sounds like he might be figuring on siwashing it some- 
' where.” 

“Could be," Bardo agreed, 

"Why would he want to do that? It don’t make sense.” 

Bardo eyed his partner sardonically. 

“You know something, Jonas. When it comes to being a 
completely ornery old buck, you take the cake. I’m beginning 
to wonder how I’ve ever gotten along with you for all these 
years. In my time I’ve seen some mean ones, but never any- 
body in your class. You hang to the idea that the more you 
beat somebody over tire head, the better they like you; Weil, 
it just don’t work so.” 

"What kind of fool talk is that?” rapped Dalmar. “Are 
you turning soft? Because if you are, this is a poor time for 
such, what with all we got ahead of us.” 

“Who’s turning soft?” Bardo growled. “I know what’s 
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ahead ihst as well' as you do, and when die time comes 111 
make iust as good a ride as you. But you asked me a question 
and I set you out an answer. You asked-why would Fi^ 
pull out? Well, let me tell you this. In Franks boots Id ha\e 

pulled out long ago.” , . , , . rv j 

Dalmar stared. “You crazy? Franks had it easy. Too dai^ 
easy! It’s making a bum out of him. But I’ll chanp that. I U 
put some wire up his back if I have to take a quirt to him. . 

Bardo wagged his head. “You see? ]ust like I said, 

’em over the head. That makes ’em love pu.” He paused and 
spat tlirough his teeth. “Like hell it doesl” 

Dalmar made a restless, annoyed turn. 

“What you taking his part for? You never liked Frank, 
or him you.” 

“Wliich ain’t got a thing to do ivith me giving my opinion 
on why he pulled out,” Bardo retorted. He went on %vith pro- 
fane emphasis. “God .damn it, Jonas— you think you’re the 
only man in the world who’s halfway smart? Ain’t nobody 
got an ounce of brains but you? That how you figure? Well, 
if it is, you’re due for one hell of a rough awakening, one of 
tliese days. I say it again. If Frank has pulled out for good, 
it’s your own damn fault; not his, not mine. Just yours!” 

Jonas Dalmar put his glance past his partner, eyes nar- 
rowed and briefly flashing. Then he shrugged. 

“He’ll get tired sleeping on the ground. He’ll be back” 
“Maybe he will and maybe he won’t,” Bardo observed 
bluntly. “Could be he’s got himself a lot of wire up his back. 
I know I never saw him look quite like he did when he told 
me off. Right about then, Jonas, your wandering boy was a 
man— ^full growed. Which is where you been making your big 
mistake. For too long you been treating him like he wasn’t 
much more than a bald-faced kid. Always you were readv to 
throw that sneer and snarl of yours at hiim, and jibe him 
plen^^ about growing up and being a man. WeU, it could be 
Franks out to show you just how damn well growed up he 
really IS. However it is, you got it coming!” ^ 

Badgered made vpomous by the events of the past sev 
eral hours, Jonas Dalmar flared. ^ ^ 
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become a simmering malevolence. ‘You ain’t aiming to pay 
him that thousand, are you? Me, I’ll see him dead, first!” 

The ghost of a bleak and wolfiish smile twisted Jonas Dal- 
mar’s thin hps. 

“My own thought, Bardo.” 



Leaving town. Link Asbell reached Running M land, 
angled across it well below headquarters and struck into the 
climbing lift of the Saddlebacks. He rode with a greater cau- , 
tion than he had known in a long, long time. His glance roved 
ceaselessly, constantly probing, constantly searching, and 
when he finally moved out of the short-brush slopes into the 
shelter of the fct belt of timber, he slacked dovm in his saddle 
and let go a small 'sigh of relief. Things had, he reflected som- 
berly, come to a hell of a pass when a man must ride under 
this kind of tension. 

Casting back to the first day he went to work for Big Five, 
he could never remember a condition comparable to the 
existing one. True, there had always been a smoldering an- 
tagonism between Big Five and Double Diamond, dating 
back even beyond his time in this country. But, though that 
antagonism had been a constant source of chaffing irritation, 
it had never, in his time, erupted into open violence. It had 
.been like a live coal, safely contained and insulated in a deep 
clot of ashes; a thing which all men knew existed, and 
casually watched, while not fearing too deeply. 

Now, however, that coal had burst through the ashes into 
savage blaze. Men had been shot from ambush, shot in the 
back, and when a man rode the open trails these days, he had 
no idea at what moment, or from what direction or ^ot, 
more of that skulking lead might strike at him. To a certain 
degree there was a sense of unreality about it, as thou^ noth- 
ing had actually happened, and that it was all a nightmare. 


,05 

Asbell shook himself. Nightmare, be damned! If so, then a 

nightmare of utter reahty. ... i. ^ . j 4.v„ 

Holding the buckskin to a short breather, he tested the 

world close about. The massed timber was still and drowsing, 
with sunhght striking through here and there, spilling pools 
of pale gold across the forest Boor, while the building warmth 
of the day baked out a piney essence that was both wild and 
fragrant. It was, he muse^ hard to reconcile the savage 
realities of the moment with a world as serene as diis. 

In his mind there existed no slightest doubt of the basic 
responsibility for the shootings of Packy Lane and Nels Madi- 
son. Cold logic pointed only one way. At Double Diamond. 
Which, of coiurse, meant Jonas Dalmar and Bardo Sampson. 
Neither committing the direct act, but ordering it, and there- 
fore fully as responsible as the skulker who actually aligned 
the sights and pulled the trigger. 

Of this, Asbell was thoroughly convinced. Lacking direct 
proof, however, he would serve no decisive purpose by getting 
in touch with Chris Hatfield’s sheriff’s office. What he, right 
there on the ground, with all his knowledge of purposes and 
cross purposes, could not prove, certainly no stranger, ei'en 
though a deputy sheriff, could find proper solution for, Jonas 
Dalmar and Bardo Sampson would merely lie doggo until 
the deputy was withdrawn, after which they would start 
in where they had left off. 

It came to Link Asbell with grim convincingness in tbigr 
moment of solitary summing np that there could never be anv 


compromise with Double Diamond so long as Jonas Dalmax 
and Bardo Sampson lived, or until the outfit itself was so 
thoroughly broken up and weakened it could never be con- 
sidered again as a factor of any importance. 

Advancing from this premise it was obvious that there was 
but one way to meet the Double Diamond chaUenge and 
that was by fighting fire Ntdth fire, by returning afi tLt was 
sent with mterestl Not to the extreme of shooting men in th^ 
looking them in the eye and facing them do-'-m 
and if they w^ted to argue it out on such term! so be p/ 

He set the buckskin to movement again, headfog noxth^and 
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seeking higher elevation. His way skirted ridge points, dipped 
in and out of gulches, crossed small fiats and benches,, and 
traced the edges of hill meadows. Along the way he stirred 
up cattle. Big Five and Rimning M cattle, grazing the flats 
and meadows and benches, browsing in the gulches. 

They were wary, but in top shape, for this was a bounty 
hill-range, and they had cut their trails all across the face of 
it; trails leading to this or that favored feeding spot, or to 
some equally favored watering place in the moist, cool depths 
of gulch or canyon. 

Reaching the elevation he had worked toward, Asbell 
stayed at it, and in tune picked up the first echoes of axes 
at work in a timber thicket. As he came closer there sounded 
the tearing rush and muffled crash of a fallen tree. When the 
sound of this had thinned and gone away, he lifted a short 
call, got his answer, and rode in to see Hughie Logan, Cuff 
Tilton and Dutch Stauber starting to trim out the newly felled 
tree. Three other trimmed ones lay nearby. 

"Pretty hefty stuff,” Asbell observed. “You aiming to build 
a line cabin or a fort?” 

“These are sills,” Cuff Tilton explained. "Rest will be 
smaller stuff. Ain’t no sense in building a cabin rmless it’s 
done right, and to do it right you got to h,ive a good founda- 
tion of big sills.” 

"Likewise and besides,” Hughie Logan suggested cheer- 
fully, “if you’re aiming to criticize the efforts of three honest 
cowhands, who are raisin’ a crop of blisters whilst doing 
hard, menial toil, crawl dorvn off that horse, grab yourself an 
ax, and demonstrate.” 

Asbell smiled. “I can do that, too.” 

Throughout the balance of the day he labored with the 
others, and found the hours good ones. The circle of the.hills, 
high and clean against the sky; the warm pressure of the 
sun filtering through the timber to start the sweat and loosen 
a man s muscles; the raw, rich tang of new-cut pine and fir- 
all cleared a man s mind and made his thoughts run easier. 

At midday. Cuff Tilton cooked coffee and laid, out thick. 
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cold-steak sandwich^. After eating they loafed and smoked ', 
for half an hour, then picked up their tools again. 

By the time afternoon was done, the new cabin was taking 
form, the sills squared and trued and securely set, and the 
first logs of the walls in place. They cached their tools and 
rode down out of the hills, and while the others set out direct 
for Big Five headquarters, Asbell angled south, where the 
lights of Running M glittered through the early dark. 

Here, Asbell found Rupe Hahn’s challenge coming out to 
meet him, and when, satisfied with Asbell s answer, Rupe 
showed himself, first starshine glittered on the barrel of the 


rifle he had over his arm. 

“Just aiming to be a little careful,” Rupe explained gruffly. 
“Two different riders I see driftin' by this afternoon. Neither 
of ’em was close in. I had to get the glasses to make out who 
they were. But the way things been going— well— ” Rupe 
shrugged. 

"Quite right," Asbell approved. “Keep on being careful, 
Rupe, Nels— he’s stiff coming along good?” 

"Better and better. Doc Jerome, he went back to tovm a 
couple of hours ago. He’ll be out again tomorrow for a check. 
He told Mandy there wasn’t any need of him staying on 
tonight, what with Nels doing so good.” 

"Those two riders you saw— who were they?” Asbell probed. 

"One was Frank Dalmar,” Rupe answered carefully. “He 
cut across. our land lower down and headed into the hills. 
I watched for him to show again, but he never did. The other 
one was way out in the plain, heading north, toward your 
range. Even with the glasses I couldn’t be too sure about him. 


But if I had to make a guess, I’d say it was that funny built 
Double Diamond hand— Wiley Goss.” 

Through the small run of time it took to spin up and light 
a smoke, Asbell brooded over Rupe Hahn’s words. Two 
Double Diamond riders, prowling the range. That such as 
Wiley Goss should be doing so, was, all things considered, 
understandable. But what about Frank Dalmar? What would 
he be doing in'ffle Saddlebacks? No part of these bilk was 
Double Diamond range, and no Double Diamond stock was 
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Asbell gathered up his reins; hauled the buckskin around. 
“Keep on being careful, Rupe,” he cautioned ag^n. Any- 
one on legitimate business will [come directly in. If they prowl 
the edges, throw a shot at them.” 

High up in the Saddlebacks, some half mile north of where 
the rocky, precipitous ribs of the Palisades ran out into the 
more open hills, there jutted a lofty point, sparsely timbered. 
From here a man with field-glasses might survey a wide 
expanse of country and a great many trails. From here he 
might search the gray and brown and tawny distance of the 
plain. Also, he could y/atch the nm of the Palisades to the 
south, and the sweep and climb of the Saddlebacks to 
the north. 

From here a man could look almost directly down, so it 
seemed, on the toy-hke buildings of Running M headquarters. 
Well beyond and north and deeper into the plain. Big Five 
headquarters grouped near the willow and alder marked run 
of Rosebud Creek. More nearly directly east and deeply dis- 
tant on the plain, flashes of reflected sunset light on ranch- 
house windows marked Tom Grant’s Drag 40 layout. Even 
further into the plain and miles south, points of that same 
reflected light positioned Double Diamond headquarters, 
while in that same general direction, but closer at hand, the 
xyindows of Garrison town also struck up their shine. 

Sitting on the outermost lift of the point, his back against 
the bole of a weather-whipped pine, Frank Dalmar rested 
his elbows on his knees to steady his field-glasses, and so 
made careful survey of all this that lay before him. His rifle 
was stacked against the tree, ready to his hand, and several 
yards back along the crest of the point his horse waited, 
ground-reined and dozing. 

For the past couple of hours Frank had been just as he 
was, watching and waiting. In that time he marked the move- 
ment of several people. Once, far out on the plain, he picked 
up a drift of dust, with the stir of a rider at the apex of it, 
heading north. But the distance was so great that even with 








After which he built his small fire, cooked and ate a frugal 
meal, then sat smoking by the dwindling fire while the night. . 
turned deep dark and the wind grew chill and at the far side 
of the basin a homed owl set up its great, roimd booming. 

That night, out at Double Diamond headquarters, Jonas 
Dalmar listened to reports from two of his men, Sage Wingo 
and Wiley Goss. 

“Frank didn’t go back to town,” Wingo stated. "Last any- 
body saw of him there was when he got his horse from Jigger 
Henley and headed for home this morning. When Bob Custer 
brought in the Oakdale stage I asked him if he’d seen Frank 
along the road, and he hadn’t. So, jf Frank’s skipped the 
country he didn’t take the stage road out.” 

“Skipped the countryl” exploded Dalmar harshly. "Where 
in hell did you get that idea? Of course he didn’t skip the 
country. Why should he? No, he’s just off sulking some- 
where.” Dalmar turned to Wiley Goss, fixing him with hard, 
black gaze, ‘Well?” 

Goss shrugged, "No better luck here than Sage had. All I 
saw around Big Five was that Mexican handy man, Tonio 
Diaz, choppin’ wood, and his vwfe, who cooks -and keeps 
house there, hanging out some washing.” 

"No sign of Asbell?” 

"No sign.” 

"How about the Vincent girl— you see anything of her?” 

"She’s at Running M. When I got through prowling Big 
Five I circled back and came in along Burro Wash and the 
creek for a look at Running M, and I saw her come out of the 
house just before sundown.” 

"And nothing of Frank an3nvhere?” 

"Not hide or hair,” affirmed Goss. 

. Bardo Sampson, listening in on it all, spoke up. 

"Use your head, Jonas. Would Frank have taken blankets 
and grub with him if he’d figured on holing up at some 
ranch? Of course not. I tell you, Frank’s in the hills some- 
where.” 

"Why would he go into the Saddlebacks?” Dalmar argued. 
“What’s in them for him?” 
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He rolled his cigar across his lips and returned Iris glance 
to Wiley Goss. 

“All right. We’ll assume Bardo’s right. Frank is in the 
Saddlebacks somewhere. Go find him and bring him out. 
Bring him out if you have to clout him over the head and 
knock some sense into him. But— bring him out! And if by 
chance you should see Asbell along a trail, do a better job 
on him than you did on Madison. For men you only half kill 
can come back to haunt youl” 


— /<?— 

At Running M, having fed Rupe Hahn and Pearly Grimes, 
Sue Vincent sat dovra to a second cup of coffee with Mandy 
Madison. Mandy, despite her splendid vigor, looked very 
tired, her eyes shadowed, her face drawn. 

“You,” Sue said flatly, “are going to get some decent 
sleep. You haven’t had an hour of it since Nels was hiut. 
Tonight 1 sit with him, and you rest.” 

Mandy shook her head. “You’re a darling, Sue girl, and 
I love you very much for ail you’ve done. But Nels is my man, 

. and when he needs me by his side, that is where I’m going 
to be.” 

“But he doesn’t need you by his side tonight,” Sue pro- 
tested. “Mandy honey, your Nels is doing fine. If he wasn’t. 
Doc Jerome certainly wouldn’t have gone back to town.” 

‘T know,” said Mandy soberly. “But— but suppose, in the 
night, Nels took a— a bad turn— and me not— right there—” 
At the mere thought, tears blurred the rich darkness of her 
eyes and spilled down across her cheeks. 

"If he takes the slightest turn. I’ll caU you instantly,” Sue 
promised. “Please do as I say, Mandy, Wearing yourself out 
isn’t going to help anyone.” 

Mandy weakened a little. “Perhaps I will lie down for an 
hour or two. But later on. Now I’ll help with the dishes.” 

“You will not!" Sue retorted. “You do your sitting with 
Nels now. Because I’m going to take over later, and there’ll 
be no more argument.” 

Mandy smiled softly as she got to her feet. She circled the 
table, put her arms about Sue and for a little time held that 
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auburn bead tightly against her broad and generom bosom. 
Then, wordlessly, she went back to her vigil at her husbands 


side. 


While she did up the dishes and put the kitchen in order. 
Sue Vincent’s thoughts ran far and gravely. For the fost time 
in her life she now knew true understanding of the real depte 
of feeling that could exist between husband and wife. T^yice 
this day she had gone into the room where Nels Madison 
lay, a big, still figure under the blankets. Except for a shading 
of pallor beneath the deep weathering of his face, at a glance 
one might easily believe him merely sleeping. 

But there was Mandy, always beside him, faithfully re- 
sponsive to his slightest stir, with a look about her which 
made Sue’s throat tighten and put the sting of tears in her 
' eyes. For here was how it would be between a man and a 
woman when they had become one in mind and purpose and 
body, when they had vowed one unto the other for all their 
days. Here was a fidelity and a truth and a quiet glory which 
Sue had never understood before, and in the face of which 
she now felt strangely stirred and humbled. 

Moving on about the kitchen chores, she pondered her own 
feelings toward the men she knew best; those who, so far in 
her life, had been her closest confidants and friends. Winnow- 
ing quickly through these, she came up with two. Link Asbell 
and Frank Dahnar. And what were her real feelings toward 
each of them? 

In personalities they came close to being direct opposites. 
She had found Frank Dalmar pleasurable company because 
laughter came easily to him, and he could shrug aside all 
thought of anything but the moment. He was a pleasant riding 
companion, a good dancer, and carried himself easily in 
social affairs. And always he was slave to her slightest wash 
She had known a definite fondness for Frank Dahnar But 
id that fondness still exist in the face of the blunt and brutal 
facts of the past few days? 

Tiff ^®rself to strict reality, it was aB too 

easy to drift into a sense of unreality. All her life i- 
seemed, she had listened to her father again and a<ran^ 
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her memory. It was the day her father hirect 
remembered how he liad loohed, a tall, lean young rider, s 
faced with a taciturnity that was even now characterMfc. 

And from that very moment, Link Asbeh had never ler: c£ 
thinking and planning and working tirelessly for the better- 
ment of Big Five affairs. Because of that innate streak cf 
soberness in his makeup, he was not given to eas\- smilinc rut 
when that rare glint did strike through, it was like the rrrei: 
of a quick, warm sunlight. He was a thoughtful man. and 
basically a gentle one. But on occasion Sue had seen a blainnr 
fury flame in him, and when that happened, he was litn? a£S? 
than merciless. 

Like the time in town when a brutal teann^er. enrarsd a: 
one of his team, beat the luckless mule about the head - 
length of trace chain until he blinded it 
how repelled and sickened she had been bv'tie 
how she wept because of it. .And never, so 
lived, would she forget the look on link .Asbens 
Jalked across the street, shot the mule to nnt ff ^ 
hopeless misery, then threw the gun aside and wei* 
teamster like an avenging angel 

fa. fc fcfe „• 
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iiis feaUires into sharp relief and on them Sue ghmp 
harsh, almost somber gravity. ^ . o' 

He extinguished the match u-ith a flick of his fingem and 
left now was only the crimson spark of his cigimette to 
sharpen, then wane, tlien sharpen again against the deep 
velvet woof of darkness, a dark so deep that it made of mght 


a tremendously vast and lonely thing. 

Range bom, bred and raised, open night ordinarily held 
no terrors for Sue Vincent. Even back when she was a very 
little girl, her father had made of it a place of charm and 
exciting promise with the fantasy of a story he d tell her at 
bedtime. How night was the time when the little people were 
abroad, riding on the wind and dancing in the starlight ta 
cricket song. 

So, often in later years she had ridden through ft alana, 
going nowhere in particular. Just riding and coming to ‘r:~- 
it so thoroughly, while loving the close comfort of its siaerrrs-. 
Night had its own voices, its own fragrances, and -vraei: sa’/’or- 
ing these. Sue felt closer to the truths of Creation than at any 
other time. 

But though night time might be a time of wonders when 
one knew neither care or wony, in time of trouble it could 
hold vague threat and the stirrings of an almost primitive 
fear. It was that way now. Sue tucked a hand inside the 
comfort of Asbell s arm. 

"What is it you wish to talk about. Link?” 

He answered wath slow care. 


A decision we have to make. You know my feelinss about 
Double Diamond and their intent. I admit Fve noVn5iti\-e 
proof— yet. If I did, the decision would be easisr to come bv. 
Because so much tnat is yours rides on it.’' 

"\ye discussed that before. Link. I said tear 
E t^v to move would be all right with me. I feS 


trail— lilreh 


Even if it means more dead men in ths 
enwgh some of our own as well aS theirs?” 

u. nemeu .md stood starmg out into the dark. 
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up a deadline out in the flats and be set to fight to make the 

'^'^'Xink, you'^ definitely feel that is what Double Diamond 
intends?” 

Asbell shrugged and his voice ran harsh. - 

"I know this.. Double Diamond riders are now prowling 
trails where they got no legitimate business. Double 
riders are crossing our land and Nels Madison s land. If they 
had legitimate business, they’d bring it direct to our head- 
quarters. Instead, they prowl the edges. Why? 

“Such— such riders have been seen?’ 

“They have. Rupe Hahn watched two of them today. He 
saw Wiley Goss on our land and Frank Dahnar crossing Run- 
ning M, heading up into the Saddlebacks. He watched to see 
if Frank came out again. If he did, it was after dark.” 

"Link, you don’t think Fraidr would or could be respon- 
sible for anything-well, like what happened to Nels or 
Packy Lane?” Sue’s words were taut. 

"I don’t know what to think,” Link admitted. “I only know 
that Packy Lane is dead, that Nels Madison was near so, and 
that Double Diamond is prowling where they shouldn’t. And 
I know whafmy common sense tells me. Which is that, like it 
or not. Big Five has the fight of its life ahead.” 

For a time Sue Vincent stood quietly, digesting the harsh 
facts Link Asbell had laid before her, then accepting them 
under the weight of his flatly declared convictions. She drew 
a deep breath. 


“Very well. Link. If fight we must, fight we will. And ir 
v.'hatever manner you believe necessary.” 

He caught her by the elbows, turned her and looked dorvn 
at her. Starshine came in across his shoulder, highlighting the 
soft oval of her face. 

\ou mean that. Sue? No reservations-no weakening?” 

No reservations no weakening. Link. Of a sudden I find 
myself very definitely Mike Vincent’s daughter. What we must 
do for the good of Big Five, we will do!” 

Over a long moment he kept 2us grip on her arms his hands 
toly Aey Inched. Wilh to h«d Hpped, L fatea 
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awalce through, for she was determined that Mandy have all 
of it in rest. 

Somewhere about midnight or shortly after, had Sue been 
out on the ranchhouse porch and hstening very carefully, she 
might have picked up the rustle of hoofs, well to the soutli. 
For there a rider moved through tlie star-glow of the flat, into 
the deeper dark tliat lay curdled on the hill slopes. These 
black hill shadows drew horse and rider into a dim anonymity 
and presently hid them. 

A night-feeding deer, startled from its thicket, went away 
in long, thumping bounds. Later, and higher up, a coyote 
about to throw its lonely halloo at the dimming stars, caught 
tlic first sound of nearing hoofs and held back its cry. When, 
presently, a shift of air carried the strong scent of intrusion, 
die coyote' faded into nothingness, just a small drift of noise- 
les.s movement. 

Some quarter mile above this spot, well into the timber, the 
rider pulled to a halt, dismounted and unsaddled. Then, with 
the hair- and s^veat-caked, but now thoroughly warm, saddle 
blanket over him, Wiley Goss sprawled on a mat of pine 
needles and slept. 
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information that might fall. Cuff Tilton was to stay close to 
headquarters, just in case. And he, Asbell would patrol the 
Saddlebacks and the hill trails. These were the orders for 
today. Tomorrow they would be whatever developing events 
demanded. 

Asbell climbed high, until, nearing the final crest, he- 
turned south, traveling slowly, pausing at every vantage point 
for careful study of the country below. All Nature’s signs 
gave evidence that the season was moving along. Already, 
under the high rims, aspen clumps laid a stain of yellow and 
gold, and the cherry brush thickets were touched ■with a deep- 
ening flush of rose. 

Up here, too, the air was biting crisp, and so clear it seemed 
to fairly effervesce, and the sunhght sparkled and the world 
was a great and wonderful place. Through a few short mo- 
ments, Asbell savored it all with the keenest appreciation, a 
swift surge of pleasure striking across his face to leave him 
smiling and full of zestful fancies. 

Then the weight of stark reality returned to renew the old 
shadow of soberness and he threw the full measure of his 
attention into the search that had brought him into these hills 
this day. South he rode, threading the heights, watching the 
last of night’s shadows drain from the gulches and sheltered 
basins as the sun continued to loft and send its lances probing 
these spots. 

It was no easy task he had set himself. Belo'w, a m'de band 
of timber belted the hill slope between the far lower opsa 
areas and these high rims. In that timber, if careful to avc:d 
aU clearings and meadows, and to keep off weE-msiked tizHs, 
half a hundred riders might stay hidden. But virtaslly sE 
trails down there were cattle trails, all of them toucttig a 
meadow or clearing somewhere along the way, and it was 
Asbell s gamble that any rider prowlhig those trails wgxjM, 
sooner or later, show himself. 

Once he thought he had picked up a lead when several 
ravens flared with raucous croaking from the gaunt upper 
skeleton of a lightening rivCT pine. But after several sriring- 
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Toward Goss, Frank’s attitude had ever been one of blunt 
dislike and open contempt. As though, Goss had often sav- 
agely thought, he were something vastly inferior— something 
far down tlie human scale. So Goss vowed, nothing would 
suit him better than cause to translate Jonas Dalmar’s order 
literally. He d hugely enjoy clubbing Frank down, giving him 
a physical going-over. 

In fact, he d even more have liked an order to finish Frank 
on sight. To draw a bead on him and put a Winchester slug 
between bis shoulders. For it was indicative of the true mental 
and moral make-up of Wiley Goss that this was how tlie 
picture of striking at anyone always framed up in his mind- 
seeing himself in the act of planting a bullet between their 
shoulders. 

Like he had with Nels Madison. Like he had with that old 
fool, Paok-y Lane. Only, he’d had to shoot Packy tlirough the 
head, because Packy was unsaddling at tlie time, and his'horse 

head was \isible. 

Wiley Goss was proud of that shot, but not so much so 
the job he’d done on Nels Madison. After all, when you had 
a chance at a man wth a back near as broad as a door, at less 
tlian two hundred yards, with that man standins still and 
shooting from, a rest, there was little excuse for not -k£i;=- 
mstead of merely wounding. With Nels Madison, c-n-'.--'' 

Goss, he’d been too sure of himself, and so ^0::= - 
careless. e - “ 


In saddle, Wiley Goss set his horse to the cnwn- 
He had no particular plan for locating Frank Da 
mdeed Frank was any place in these biUs Tt had - 
a matter of prowling and lookine. hoping toV 
somewhere. And this he did, so shortly aP- th- 
to him, he over-ran the sign before the 
iiome. — 


He cut back and from the saddle sdcdfer 
foe soft mat of duff and mold under the fc 
Wiley Goss was nearer the animal than 
attainment, but fois did not precJnn- a c- 
a trail wisdom. Quite corr^tly 
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chilled bacon grease in the fr>Tng pan shaipencd his 
until he considered the idea of raiding die grub sacx 
cooking a meal. But animal caution subdued this tcmptsti:''''^ 
To build up die fire again might well attract attent'k'n 
warn off Frank Dalmar. Besides, the fact diat the 
still held warmth and that the grease in die frying r'i"- 
not fully hardened,' told that Frank was not long gov;\ ‘.'.’C 
trail was fresh, and now was the time to follow it. 

Goss was certain this was Frank’s camp. All L'gA' g'-'i; Cvv, 
that way, with even the blankets adding proof. For 
self had slept under identical ones in the DonVX' 
bunkhouse; gray-brown blankets, widi hw- broj:.. 
stripes running across the middle of them. 

C^ss made further survey of the camp. A tri’.’.’igiio-' c:er. 
showed where a horse had been picketed treceg': do •ijgiir, 
while the route Frank had left bj’ this r,:cr-';r*g ■'.•••s- 4 . ’l id' 
marked trail, hoof sign shownng that Frar’A I'ac nvidt.u jO'Ji 
in and out of camp along it. It angled up toif sice m hs rmipr 
beyond, the pocket, stvinging as if to circA' tiir uege pvun. 

Along widi other thoughts, Wiley G-xs; iac I'undtnsc -imv 
it would be when he finally came up v.g'dx Fonha Hmr ■v-mic 
Frank react to the word that his ’2i.nf, 4rit:rev£ 

home? Would he listen vdllingly cr v.-cuhd .'le AI 
pointed to the latter attitude. Fcr, rrascirec Aars. ue -vucLirr r 
have pulled out in the first plire £ he jad rm' iisa ~ 
returning. 


Furtliermore, Frank was anreF a. Feu -.-FtF z; he 
considered carefully. Whpth^-" -iA- Ff.- Frown 

a gun in a fight; Goss did !:•.£ hs was even 

up to such a move was azrthsr ruaeznn. Sow- 

ever, a loaded gxui u-as a icacim ■ ; — ■- -rrr imew 

how the mind of the man reFiata i — t’-—'- v -t--- Sz the smart 
move, reasoned ^File}- Grss. or - r — ■> ::r' virb Pranl:, v/as 
to get a gun on him fct and hrdd ddm'nmkr the -i-on wM" 
giving him the word. TLsn r F t issa m reason, 

persuade him acco.-dinr tr dmar Daraarr V z 
gun barrel across his hsiz. 

With this conclusion sntnfaatrrnr -r— ^ r>"- 
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Goss had crossed, Asbell hauled in the buckskin and had his 
good look around. After which he skirted the edge of the 
clearing, holding well into the timber. At the far end he 
picked up the trail once more. 

On tlie same spot he’d used as a lookout yesterday after- 
noon, Frank Dalmar lounged at ease, fighting back drowsi- 
ness. Here the slant of the morning sun struck fully, bringing 
a warm comfort. Not used to sleeping on the ground, Frank 
had gone through a night tliat had been anything but restful. 
During the depth of its coldest hours he could have used 
another pair of blankets, for the chill had awakened him and 
held him in shivering discomfort. But now, fully warmed and 
relaxed, he found it a little difficult to keep his eyes open. 

Reaching the lookout this morning, he’d made full survey 
of all the country he could cover. Nowhere did he sight any- 
one except down at Running M, where Rupe Hahn and Pearly 
Grimes showed. These two held no interest for him and he 
paid them no further attention. What he wanted, what he 
planned on, was to catch at their deadly trade the killer or 
killers his father and Bardo Sampson bad turned loose across 
the range. 

These were the ones he wanted to locate in their prowling, 
whoever they were. And when he did, he’d give them their 
own medicine. He’d give them no more mercy than had been 
shown Packy Lane and Nels Madison. He’d wage a one-man 
vendetta against Double Diamond. This he knew he had to 
do, if ever he wanted to hold up his head again in the com- 
pany of honest men. Never particularly introspective, he now 
realized that unless he made this stand for decency and right, 
he’d never know another moment of peace with himself so 
long as he lived. 

Besides all the other issues, there was Sue \h'ncent. Her 
friendship had been the finest thing Frank had ever known in 
all his life. Her home had ever been open to him, and man>' 
were the times, bitterly musing, had he contrasted its warmth 
and fine hospitality willi tlie barien uglnicss of hu uuu 

To his father, Frank felt he owed nothing. Ceit.u;;’'. 

- no longer e-xisted for him any vestige of filial resocce cr 




"Didn’t know it was your trail.” 

"Whose did you think it was?” 

"Didn’t know.” . ' 

“Then why follow it?” 

Any tension or uneasiness always whitened the scar on 
Wiley Goss’s chin and pulled his lips even further from his 
rodent teeth. He was uneasy now, not only from the direction 
of Frank’s questions, but from something he read in Frank’s 
whole attitude and expression. This was a different Frank than 
he’d ever seen before. 

Frank threw the question again. 

"Why follow the trail, Goss? What were you aiming to do 
at the end of it— shoot somebody else in the back?” 

This was a shot in the dark and intended so, but it struck 
home. Coming as it did so abruptly, it jarred and blurted a 
revealing answer out of Wiley Goss. 

"Anything I do, is under orders. Your father’s orders.” 
Well, here it was— here was admission. Dark suspicion now 
stark truth. Truth badgered out of a dull and brutal mind. The 
words rang in Frank’s ears. "Your father’s orders!” All along 
he had, of course, known this must be so. But, tragic as it had 
been in the knowing, somehow it was twice so when spoken 
aloud. 

He brought his rifle fully to his shoulder, his glance cold 
along the sights. 

"You dirty, murdering dogl At least you’ll be looking at 
me when you get it!” 

Here was what he had vowed to do, the thing that had 
brought him into these hills. His finger tightened on the 
trigger, 

Wiley Goss saw the signs and recognized them. Frank was 
set to kill him-set to shoot him out of the saddle! With the 
realization, Goss acted, throwing himself headlong down slope 
and grabbing for his gun as he fell. 

Behind him, the crash of Frank’s rifle laid its flat echoes all 
across the hill slope. 

To Frank it was incredible that he could have missed at this 
range. Yet he knew he had, knew that Wiley Goss’s desperate 
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that perliap's a Big Five or perhaps a Running M hand wiisn’t 
responsible? Sure, tliat was it! Just make up his storj- and 
stick to it. With this comforting conclusion, Wiley Goss 
liauled his horse around and spurred it crashing down hill. 

Link Asbell, following the trail of Wiley Goss, was ahnost 
directly beneath the high point when Frank Dalmar s ride Lrid 
its hard snarl across the slope. At tlie sound he set the buck- 
skin up short and swung in the saddle, listening and peering 
tlirough the shadowed timber. 

Came a second report, and a third, but these were revelver 
shots, blunt and thudding, lacking the high, hard rm cf the 
rifle. On the heels of these there was a short silence, then the 
plunge of hoofs and the crash of hurried appmacii £r-'“ 
above; 

Asbell lifted the Winchester from the scabbard •refer if? 
stirrup leather, flipped the lever back and fortL Ee 5£- fbr 
■front legs and chest of the horse first, sight cf it? bruif mf 
neck and its rider blocked oflF by low s(reepin; brmritsr 
Then horse and rider broke into the reasc-nab!= 

Asbell laid his challenge harshly. 

"Stay so, Gossl Just as you are!” 

For a second time wthin the space of shrrr “ie-' 

Goss found himself looking into the e-.? cf a rSf. Ike rref 
whisper of panic, rdmost stilled, Tegcrrrrf c? r ^ — £ 
laden nqw wth the knowledge of exrrercr refe --ic 

oS^. Again he went for his gun, -r-i .- : _ 

rearing. 

Link Asbell did not hesitate. AT " .... 

were here. Kill or be .killecL It Ec fearer - 

world, these Saddleback 
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through the center of his chest, he went out of his saddle in 
a loose, sliding fall. , 

His horse, doubly spooked now, whirled wildly off to one 
side, loose reins flying. These caught and tangled in a sapling 
■'pine and the tug of tiiem brought tlie animal about, snort- 
ing and blo%ving and wold of eye. 

Mechanically, Asbell swung the lever of his rifle, his atten- 
tion narrowly on the sprawled bulk of Wiley Goss. As there 
was no move, he stepped from his saddle and tramped over 
for a closer look, tlien soon turned away. This man was 
thoroughly dead. 

For a little time Asbell stood in bleak thought. Then lus 
head tipped and he looked upward through the masking tim- 
ber where the first shooting had sounded. What would he 
find up there? Certainly something ominous. Because, by his 
every look and move, Wiley Goss had displayed a desperate 
guilt. 

Asbell calmed Goss’s horse, tied it more securely. Then 
he went back into his own saddle and set the buckskin to. the 
steep slope, back- tracking. Wiley Goss’s rushing descent. And 
at the end of this he found Frank Dalmar. 

Sight of Frank’s crumpled figure jolted Asbell heavily, for 
he had expected anything but this. Some other man, perhaps. 
But not Frank Dalmar. Why? The question hit him right 
between the eyes. Why should Frank Dalmar and Wiley Goss 
have shot it out? Both were Double Diamond. It didn’t make , 
sense. And now Frank lay dead. ... 

Or did he? There was the faintest of moans and the slight 
movement of one arm. • - 

Asbell was quickly beside Frank, turning him over, mark- 
ing the extent of his hurts. A bullet hole liigh in the right 
side of tire chest, another in the right leg. A swelling and a 
deep cut just at the hairline in the middle of tlie forehead, 
where, in failing, Frank had plowed into .a tree. 

The chest wound was plainly tire serious one. Between it 
and the leg wound Frank had already lost a lot of blood and 
was steadily losing more of it. And that had to be stopped. As 
easily as he could manage, Asbell got Frank’s shirt off, tore' 
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some of it in strips, made pads of the rest, and bandaged 
both wounds as best he knew how. And it was as he was fin- 
ishing this that Franks eyelids fluttered and lifted. 

For a moment or two the eyes they uncovered were 
stunned and dull, peering upward without recognition or 
understanding. Then the veil of shock began to clear a little 
and Frank’s bps moved. 

“Asbelll” he mumbled. “You-how-what-?” 

“It was Goss, Frank,” Asbell said. “Remember-Wiley 
Goss.” 

Frank rolled his head slightly. “That’s right. Sure-Wiley 
Goss. Damned— dirty dog, who needs killing. And I missed 
him-clean-at fifty feet. Don’t know— how— I did. Water— 
I could use— some water. Thirsty— as hell.” 

“I’ll try and locate some as soon as I get you tied up, 
Frank.” 

“My camp— just around the point. Plenty water— there." 

Frank sighed and his eyes closed again. 

A camp, Frank had said, just around the point. AsbeU went 
looking for it. He went to his righX' first, and there found 
Frank’s tethered horse. So then he tried the other side and 
located the well-marked trail that led to the little basin. 


Asbell judged the distance and the steepness of the slope. 
From where Frank lay it was not too far to his camp. It 
would, Asbell decided, be much easier on Frank if he car- 
ried him in, rather than try to get him across a saddle. 

Frank was only semi-conscious as Asbell carefully hoisted 
him over a shoulder and made the carry to camp. Here he 
put him carefully down, smoothed out the pile of blankets 
and rolled him on to them. After which he rinsed the coffee 
pot at the spring and brought it back dripping. He sloshed a 
hide water across Frank’s face, trickled more of it behveen 
his lips. Frank gulped, stirred and came back to the world 
again Asbell put an arm about him, Med him up and let 
him dnnk deep. 


■That was good-good! I heard tell one time-there’s no 




Thobougiily bested by a full night of sleep in bis o\vn bed. 
Doc Jerome brought his buckboard to a stop in front of the 
Running M.rancbhouse and bopped spryly out, Mandy Madi- 
son stood on the porch to greet him, and she too showed 
evidence of a good rest. The tension of fatigue was gone 
from her face and her eyes were soft and dear, items which 
Doc did not miss. 

"If I may say so, Mandy,” he remarked cheerfully, “you’re 
looking uncommonly fine this morning. Evidently all gees 
well with the patient?” 

Mandy nodded, her lips quivering ever so sli^Uy. 

“He’s conscious, Doctor. He spoke to me,” 

“Nol Why, tlie big, tough son-of-a-gun! Let’s have a look 
at him. Where's Sue Vincent?” 

“Sleeping. Do you know what she did. Doctor? She made 
me lie down last night, saying'she would sit with Nels for a 
while. I went sound asleep and she left me so the whole 
night through, while she stayed awake to watch Nels. What 
can you do for a friend like that?” 

“Just bless your luck in having one,” Doc said. 

Nels Madison was conscious, all right, and he showed a 
wan smile as Doc bent over him. Scolding with firiendly affec- 
tion, Doc got a mild opiate in him and by the time sS was 
ready for a look at the wound and the placins of a firesh 
dressing, Nels was sound asleep. 

soRly^’^^ l^andage. Doc straightened and spoke 

“Mandy, tlus man of yours has made me hok life a wfearcL 
J39 
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But I tell you straight, now that I know he’s going to he as 
good as ever, the first time I looked him over I was mightily 
afraid you were on your way to wdowhood. The Lord must 
love both you and Nels a heap.” 

"I prayed, Doctor,” Mandy said simply. 

Outside, speeding hoofs beat a fast approaching echo across 
the plain. Doc cocked his head, listening, tlren growled. 

“Now what? I'm getting jumpy, for every time I hear fast 
traveling hoofs, I see visions of more like Nels, And they 
can’t all be that lucky.” 

Doc hurried out and iMandy followed. Over at one of the 
corrals, Rupe Hahn showed and stood wondering. And the' 
three of them watched 'Link Asbell come in fast on a sweat- 
ing buckskin. He had his look at Doc’s buckboard, tlien 
stepped from his saddle and turned toward the house. 

Doc nodded and murmured, "1 knew it!” He raised his ■ 
voice. “Link— you’re after me?” 

“After you, Doc.” came the cmt answer. "And damn lucky 
to find you here. If you’re done with Nels for a little time, 
we'll be riding.” 

“Who for, and where to?” Doc demanded. . 

Asbell jerked a thumb across his shoulder. "The Saddle- 
backs again. For Frank Dahnar.” 

“Frank Dalmar! You mean— you and Frank tangled?” 

“No,” Asbell said. “Frank and Wiley Goss.” 

"Be damned!” sputtered Doc. “A shootout?” 

"That’s it. A shootout.” 

But— but Goss rides for Double Diamond. Why should he 
and Frank—?” 

I don’t know,” .\sbell cut in. “At least not all of it. But I 
figure that can wait until later. First thing now is to get Frank 
fi.’ced up so we can move him. I’ll put a saddle on a bronc for 
you. Doc.” - , . ' , 

Where s Frank hit, and how bad?” 

Asbell indicated the two spots. “Both sis-gun' slugs.” 

How about Goss,” asked Doc, “didn’t he get hit at all?" 

Asbell hesitated, then laid the fact cold. "He got hit. He’s 
dead.” 
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"Be damned!” exclaimed Doc again, 
figured Frank that good with a gun? 

"Frank didn’t kill Goss,” Asbell said flatly, 
get yOur gear, Doc, We’re riding.” 
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Who’d ever have 


"I did. Now 


I yuui **^*.*£,. 

At the corrals, Asbell e,xplained briefly to Rupe Hahn. 

"Better come along, Rupe. May need your help. And well 
need an extra bronc. We’ll use a blanket pack between t\'’0 
horses to bring Frank in. Providing he’s still alive. 

They were soon ready. As Doc and Rupe headed out, Rupe 
leading die extra horse, Asbell swung over to the porch where 
Mandy Madison stood, watching it all gravely. 

"Be all right if we bring Frank here, Mandy? There were 
a couple of things he said which hinted he could be on 
side in this affair.” 

“Of course you can bring him here,” Mandy ansrr'erec., 
"He’s a hurt human. The rest doesn’t matter. Link." 

Up in the brooding solitude of die Saddleb-icks, Fr.-.-r 
Dalmar was battling pain. The initial nunibnes.s orrns-.'-x-r 
by shock, was now wearing off, and the paiir v-as rw r:- 
wild in him, running through him in long, crcvr.ls’ -r 
A thin groaning built up in his throat, but he fo::crr .'rr' 
and held it silent behind set teeth, while his g'-rr-r - ~ 
die cold sweat broke and ran down the set r m- e- , 

Out of his torment and weakness 
and cra2y sense of pride wliicli said he shrrdd h.rr ---rcr 
while the pain whipped and punishi?£ hm r: 'rr r; 
he were going dirougli some k±>£ re rr-i r.rrr. , 
silently, would purify .and rerder reerr. r= -rr:.' r. 
he were to wipe a stain frr— rre r.rr.r 

The thought grew and grew — hr? irr:rr - 

became confused and dlrirrrred rri rrrrrrers'rr i.:., ■ 
pain piled up and raged srTrjr?;-' r~ ~— r, ' 

I, his teedi and held bach rl sr"£ ' 

; Thirst hit him 
i die coffee pot to hir 
i die water into hL ic 
; and chest and afterrr 
! of a blanket or'er ’-t 


[jr.'J'r'-l — •- 
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opened up to me a little. I told you he said Goss was the one 
wlio shot Packy Lane and Nels Madison. So Im laymg Goss 
right in Jonas Dalmar s lap and saying-‘Heres your' killer. 
How much did you have to pay him?* ” 

“You do that, you’ll break things wide open.” 

“Things are wide open now. And with the proof I got from 
Frank, I’m going to get word through to Ghxis Hatfield and 
demand aetion. I’ll want that affidavit of yours on Packy 
Lane, Doc. Where is it?” 

“Charley Tunnison’s got it. I still say you should stay away 
from Double Diamond headquarters. Else you’ll be the next 
Til be working on.” 

Asbell shrugged. “Never borrow trouble. Doc,” 

Tom Grant, watching and listening, spoke up. 

“Now I think I’ll ride out to Double Diamond with you. 
Link." 

Asbell looked at him. “Why?” 

“I need the ride,” Tom said glibly. 

"You’ve had a ride. No sense you getting into this thing.” 

Tom Grant waved a dismissing hand. “My friend, >-on 
waste your breath.” 

He was a solid man, red headed, with cool blue eyes cmd s 
ready grin. 

"You ride with me, Cathy will give you hell,” Ashel Sr- 
dared gruffly. , v 

“That,” retorted Tom Grant, his grin hard ar£ srre. 'i- r 
base canard against my dear lady. She’s no: iar 

wife of mine, but she’s got plenty' of sounL .-f 1,- 

would give me hell if I didn’t ride with Lee iere re au 
more argument.” 


Link Asbell knew exactly what war ±: T.-m Qnnra 
With him along. Double Dia.mead dar. 

openly at Asbell. That would he T-~ 
was plain he would not be fesaaded ~ 

"If you’re going to be sfchhc— xhom hr ^ T, 

head out,” Asbell gromhled. Trir -me- ~ 

"No. This won’t be as rrcrL z i-L 
see diat you don't go ^ 
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Canyon and a number of lesser clefts m .the bill fiank ^ 
tlicrc, too, at tire extreme crest, host would have aead> 
touched and made the air fine and great, and m trie h 
meadows cattle grazed and grew fat. But not Iris cattle. i ot 
yet. However, they would be his, one of these days, when all 
tlie necessary preliminaries had been taken care of. Of tlrese, 
tire most immediate one was locating Frank and gethirg him 
back home before he spread some kind of mischief, before 


he talked where he shouldn’t. 

The possibility of this had begun to worry' Jonas Dalmar. 
At first he’d been inclined to scoff at any idea of Frank turn- 
ing against his own father, his own outfit. But since listening 
to Bardo’s flatly expressed opinions on tire matter, he wasnt 


so sure. 

He had hied to figure what Frank’s real intentions might 
be, where he could have gone. In the end, Bardo Sampson’s 
opinion had made the most sense— that so long as Frank had 
taken blankets and grub, he would be holed up in a camp 
somewhere, most likely in the Saddlebacks, where good wa- 
ter was handy. 

If tliis be so, then it was only a matter of time before he 
would show again. Either, as his fit of sulks wore off, he’d get 
sick of being alone, of sleeping on the ground and eating out 
of a frying pan and so come sneaking back to more comfort- 
able quarters and decent cooking-eifher that, or Wiley Goss 
would locate him and bring him home. 


Out on the sun-razed run of the plain a lift of dust showed, 
and Jonas Dalmar put his glance on this and held it so. As 
the tawiry smudge approached, undgr it showed a pair of 
riders. Jonas Dahnar gave a grunt of satisfaction. Coining in 
from that direction, die hvo riders would, in all likelihood, 
be Frank and Wiley Goss. 

That Wiley Goss! More animal than human, almost Dal- 
mar mused with satisfaction. Trail and sign v/ise and without 
vestige of simple or conscience. So long as he was paid for 
It, he did whatever he was told to do, whether it be runnins 
a ha^ess errand or going out and killing a man. he’d 
left last niglit to find Frank and bring him b-ir 
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here he was already with the chore taken care of. As for 
Frank, Jonas Dalmar decided, he’d damn well get a talking 
to he’d date time from. 

Dahnar’s cigar had gone dead, and he used up three 
matches before he got it well going again. Now, with the . 
smoke rolling rich and strong across his lips, he had another 
look at the approaching riders and saw that instead of two 
horses, there were three. And the third horse was at lead, 
with something tied across the saddle. 

Dalmar pushed up from his chair, stepped to the edge of 
the- porch for a better look. What he saw brought him no 
satisfaction. Neither of the riders was Wiley Goss, or Frank 
either. Furthermore, one of the ridden horses was the buck- 
skin that was Link Asbell’s favorite, and the other a long 
legged roan Tom Grant was partial to. Jonas Dalmar turned 
his head and lifted a thin yell. 

“Bardo! Sagel Get out here!" 

Bardo Sampson and Sage Wingo came over from the bunk- 
house. Dalmar pointed. 

“How do you see it?” 

Bardo Sampson’s heavy hds half veiled his protuberant 
eyes as he stared. Then he spat and swore. 

“What the hell! That’s Asbell and Tom Grant. What diey 
got on the horse they’re leadin’?” 

“Bad news,” Sage Wingo said. “That’s the dun horse Wiley 
Goss rode out on last night!” 

Jonas Dalmar took his half smoked cigar from his lips and 
threw it aside with a hard jerk of his arm. 

‘Sage,” he droned, “you get out of sight. And with a gun!” 

Sage Wingo went quickly back to the bunkhouse, then re- 
appeared with a rifle in his band and dodged quickly in back 
■ of the windmill tower. 

Coming in on Double Diamond, riding high and watchful 
in his saddle, Link Asbell glimpsed the scurrying figure of 
Sage Wingo. 

“You see that, Tom?” he as'Kcd. 

“I saw,” Tom Grant answered briefly. "You’ll yet be glad 
I came along.” 
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“Hell!” exploded Asbell mildly, “I am glad. I’ve been 
From the minute you suggested it. If I made like to hold you 
Dff it was only because I didn’t want to saddle you with any 
3f my troubles.” 

“We’U watch this— and everybody— close,” Tom Grant sar— 

They rode up to the ranchbouse, straight to wliere Tor.:;? 
Dalmar and Bardo Sampson stood. Asbell loosed the 
rope of the dun and tossed it down. 

. “Yoms, Dalmar,” he said bleakly. 

Jonas Dalmar stared at the dun and its burden. jarTru -j.-. 
)f his usual sneering, cock-sure aplomb, and he fc'.u— 
lomewhat stupidly. 

“Goss-he’s dead?” 

“What do you think?” Asbell retorted. 

“Who— killed him?” 


I did.” 

For what reason?” 

'The best of reasons. Before he could 
?acky Lane and like he tried to do with Xc. 
ihould know all about that, Dalmar.” 

"You’re talking crazy,” Dalmar said- 
hing about it.” 

“That’s not the way Frank tells it- 
“Frank!” Jonas Dalmar went very c. - - 
"What about Frank? Where is he?" 

“Where he’ll be well taken care c- 
It killing him, but didn’t quite 
nar— sending a killer out after ^ ^ 
werplayed your hand all Tay 

jather you’ve had going on o%e. 
rot moving any of that i-rar huJ 

70u’re not going to get anj’jy 
3y the time Chris Flatfelds 
you’ll be lucky you don f ft 

3ars. That could go for 
Bardo Sanip.son'.s he* 
showed, but he said not 
hat right now there s- 
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. Asbell lifted his reins. "A dry chore, delivering doss out 
here. My horse could stand a drink before I start back.” He 
caught Tom Grant’s eye and Tom nodded, almost impercep- 
tibly. "Mine could, too,” he said. 

The watering trough was over by the windmill torver. Tliey 
rode to it, but did not stop there. Instead, throwing tlieir. 
horses into a fast swing, they cut around the windmill tower, ' 
Asbell to the left, Tom Grant to tlie right. On the far side 
they trapped Sage Wingo betrv'cen them. 

With a watchful, cold-eyed man on either side of him, Sage 
Wingo kept his display of hostility- mainly to what was mir- 
rored on his face and what burned in his eyes. 

“Well now,” drawled Asbell with cold sarcasm, "just what 
would you be himting out here. Sage? Crickets, maybe— or 
lizards? You don't need a rifle for them, so I’ll just take dial 
gun. Let’s have it— butt first!” 

Wingo, not oberuig immediately, put his glance on Tom 
Grant and made a surly remark. 

are s’ou doing here? This is no mix of yoius.” 

“it’s like this.” declared Tom cheerfully. “I happen to be 
one of those curious sons-of-guns. I wanted to see what you ■ 
were d<3mg back here.” Abruptly his tone went crisp. “Better 
do what Link sa>s, Wingo. Hand over that gunl” 

Reluctantly, \Vingo obeyed. Asbell gave an indicating nod. 

"Arovmd by the trough, where we can keep an eye on you.” 

At the watering trough tlicy let their horses drink, 'WTien 
this was done, Asbell leaned well over and levered the car- 
tridges from Sage Wingo's rifle into the trough, then dropped 
the rifle after them. 

"I’d leave that gun so for a while, Wingo,” he warned as 
he straightened up. "Just remember—these days. Big Five is 
shooting back!” 

They rode out into tire plain again, did Link Asbell anc 
Tom Grant, and soon tlrey were but distant, shrinking figures 
rapidly fading from view in the heat haze and the funnciin' 
dust. 

On the porch of tlie Double Diamond rancbhouse, Jonf 
Dalmar began to curse, softly and terribly. 
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Bardo Sampson, watching Asbsll and Tom Grant drop into 
the vastness of the plain, turned to his partner and made 
growling comment 

“That does no good. They can’t hear yon. Or maybe its 
that fine son of yours vou’re thinldng about?” 

The curses frittered out in Jonas Dalmar’s throat He 
nodded. 

"The treacherous whelp!” he raged, his tone thick and 
savage. "Selling me out Turning against me. Me— his ov,-n 
father!” 

Bardo Sampson considered a moment then shrugged. 

"If Frank’s taUred, then he’s tallted. That's all there is to 

li.« 

"No!” rapped Palmar. "That’s not all there is to it .So 
far, he’s taDred only to Asbell. And so long as he don’t get-_a 
chance to taD: to anybody from Hatfield’s office, his taD: caii’t 
hurt us too much.” 

“But he’ll get that chance,” Bardo said. “Asbell’s bringing 
Hatfield’s office in on this thing.” 

“By that time,” Palmar said ominously, "Franl: could have 
a change of heart I thinl: he wiD!” 

“\\'hat makes you think so?” 

“I’ll find him and Fll persuade him.” 

“First you got to find him. You heard v/hat Asbell said. 
Wile}' Goss got lead into Franks” 

“But not enough, apparently, to shut him up, once and for 
all.” There ■was a thin ferocity in Jonas Palmar’s tone. His 
hlad: e>'es were glass hard, and there v»'as no mercy in him 
for anj'one. 

"I can’t fig-ore Frank and Goss tangling in a shootout” 
Bardo said. "Ycro sent Goss out to bring Franl; in, not Idll 
him. Vv'cnder v/hat happened?” 

"’Adiatever it ■was, it doesn’t matter ncr,v,” Palmar said 
harshly. "Goss is dead, so he’ll ne-ver tell. .A.nd Asbell said 
Frank was being taken care of. That means he’s either at Big 
Five or Rimning M. So— I’ll find him. \^hile I’m about that 
here's v.'hat you do. You get Doc Jerome’s aSda'vit from Tun- 
nxson.” 
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justly. Ifa Sage Wingo, sudden rebellion swelled, and he made 
pointed retort. 

■ “What have you got to talk about? I didn’t see you .spit in 
anybody’s eye. And if you think my spine has gone soft, you 
got my permission to try and prove it— any damn time you 
want!” 

Jonas Dalmar was startled. Caution whispered. He 
shrugged. 

“Let it go.” He jerked a nod at Wiley Goss’s horse and its 
grisly burden. “Take that off somewhere and get rid of it. 

The will to argue was still on the loose in Sage Wingb. 
“Digging a grave is a stiff chore for one man.” 

“Who said anything about a grave?” charged Jonas Dal- 
mar. "Just take it somewhere and get rid of it.” 

Sage Wingo stared at Jonas Dalmar, a strange light form- 
ing in his eyes. Then, without further word, he picked up the 
rein on Wiley Goss’s horse and led it over to the corrals. Here 
he caught and saddled a horse for himself, and witli the otlier 
at lead, rode east into the plain. 

Bardo Sampson, finished spinning up a cigarette, spoke 
with considerable emphasis. 

“Jonas, just sure as hell, that damned nasty tongue of yours 
is going to get you killed, one of these days. You had no rail 
to tie into Sage that way. He’s been a mighty good man for 
us, and whipsawing him like tliat could easy make him a poor 
one.” 

Jonas Dalmar shrugged. 

“He’s a little sore now, but he’ll get over it. He knows 
where his bread and butter lie. He’ll come to heel 'c any 
otlier dog.” 



Tjihouchout the dry season of the year the waters of Burro 
Creek made reasonable flow down the flank of the Saddle- 
backs, but shortly after striking the thirsty earth of the plain, 
sudi flow frittered out and was lost under reaches of alkali 
whitened gravel which stretched in a long easterly and 
southerly curve between steep, raggedly eroded cut-banks 
of clay and sand and sifting earth. This part of the water- 
course was known as Burro Wash, or, simply, "The Wash.” 
tod though it lay parched and dry during the late summer 
jnd early fall season, winter often saw it a wild, silt-stained 
horrent. 

Here and there along its banks, clumps of sour willow 
flung tenaciously, with now and then a small stand of locust 
trees showing a slightly loftier crest and casting a degree of 
bin, warm shade. 

Near one such stand of locusts, winter's charging flood had 
Jeeply undercut the south bank of the wash, and it was to 
his spot that Sage Wingo brought the body of Wiley Goss. 
Dismounting, he took Goss’s horse by the bridle and swung it-' 
flose up against the cut bank. Here he loosed the rope ties 
which held the dead man across the saddle and with a quick 
lift of a shoulder, slid him free. 

After moving the horse into the clear, Wingo dragged the 
body well up imder the bank’s overhang. After which he 
climbed out of the wash and began stamping and gouging at 
the rim of it, breaking off chunks of earth. At first die going 
was slow, for diis was hard, parched surface earth. But pres- 
endy, when be broke through this hard surface, the earth 
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moved easier untd, of a sudden, a wtole great sectica c?ra.‘^ 

and began to slide, , , „ i 

Wingo scrambled clear, and when last the ea.. A 

finished sliding, the bank of the wash was sheer, all tmder-cuc 
gone. Where this had been, a hea%'y mound of earth along 
the edge of the gravel. Beneath this mound, Wiley Goss had 

found burial. , 

Leading both horses, Sage Wingo tramped along to the 
clump of locust trees, here to squat on his heels and tw'ist up 
a thin cigarette, while letting his hrooding thoughts run. 
There was no real kindness in Sage Wingo, and certainly no 
slightest vestige of nobility. Therefore he would have found 
it highly difficult, if not impossible to explain why he had 
gone to the bother of achieving even the roughest sort of 
burial for Wiley Goss. Certainly it was not because of any 
personal regard. For he. correctly saw Wiley Goss as just a 
surly, shoot-in-the-back kiUer, ready and willing to ply his 
trade at any. time for a price, 

Not that he. Sage Wingo, owned any particular. scruples 
against killing, for there were several such affairs along his 
own back trail. But in a strange, introspective, lone-vrolf 
sort of way, he held to a certain code of decorum. Perhaps, 
far back in his early youth, some impression of ri^tness ha/1 
been set deeply enough to last throu^ the years. AgS-fr., ft 
mi^t have been sheer superstition at work. At any ra.te, a.-r 
Vingo saw it, when a man died in the interests of t:'„e o- 
le was working for, he deserved buriaL Au.d, vri-er. Jsr.as 
Dalmar had so callously denied this right to It 

iwakened a harsh and deepening resent'ner.t f.s Tags 
Now he was searching for the a-vr/zerr f.s the o vesr'.or.s fh,-; 
resentment had set up. 


Gaunt and angular /,f bscy 

, vaedy t 

round, shaggy head, v.-fth the 

-rh-oh o'j 

smoked one cigarette to a f-naf 


he got his disturbed th.o'srhtr 

; - V'f. 

Many times had he 


barbed tongue, nnd had paid 

'** * 0^ 


of 


o/.ri', h-Is 
r.'.f'.k'.n he 
t ar.ooses' vdsile 


j-ona-; jj'v.rri.'t/s 
ico .Oid today. 
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“That Wingo,” he complained nasally, “he’s getting a' mite 
■uppity. Answering back. He needs to be kicked into line.’’ 

“Oh, sure,” Bardo said wearily. “Kick ’em into line-, 
beat ’em over the head. Sneer and snarl at them. That makes 
tliem like you better, makes them more faithful and harder 
■working. Jonas, you never will learn, I guess.” 

Well out in the plain away from Double Diamond, Tom 
Grant drew rein, settled back in his saddle and showed Link 
Asbell a hard, tight grin. 

“Now in one way I enjoyed things, back yonder. But I got 
to admit that until we had Wingo between tjs tliere were 
several creepy httle creeps crawling up and down my back- 
bone. It’s bad enough to ride in on a man with a gun when ■ 
you can see him. But when you do it on one you know is 
diere, but can’t see, that kind of stretches things. So now, my 
friend, I'm leaving you and getting on home where that pint- 
sized wife of mine can comfort my jangled nerves.” • 

“Your jangled nerves!” scoffed Asbell. “You never, had ,a 
nerve in your life.” Sobering, he added, "You realize, of 
course, you didn't make any friends for yourself back there?” 

Tom Grant waved an airy hand. "They never were what 
you’d call friends of mine. Don’t you fret none about liie; 
save all that sort of thing for yourself. Yours and Nels 
Madisons are the hides Jonas Dalmar and Bardo Sampson 
want to see hung on the corral fence. Luck was riding with 
you today. Don't push that luck too far.” 

Any luck riding with me today was wrapped up in your 
own ornery carcass,” Asbell retorted. “And I’m going to 
worry about you.” 

Again Tom Grant waved the airy band. "Never worry, cow- 
boy. Gives you wrinkles. Love and kisses.” 

With another cheerful grin he reined away, heading home- 
, ward. 

Alone, Link Asbell cut for the main plains road and struck 
it a couple of miles south of Running M, shortly thereafter, 
meeting -with Doc Jerome on his way back to town. Asbell 
hauled to a stop and Doc rode his brake and checked Iris 

team. , , • , . , 
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"\Velir Asbell inquired. , ^ v, 

"Well, yourself?” Doc retorted. “What happened at Double 

Asbell shrugged. “I delivered Wiley Goss to Jonas Dahnar 

ke I said I would.” . . 

"Humpth!” growled Doc. "You make it sound too simple. 

Veil, I must say I’m relieved to see you still all in one piece. 
"You really expected otherwiser 

“These days I don’t know what to expect. But nottung 
rould surprise me too much. All I know for sure is, that 
f things keep on the way they are, I might as well set up a 
lospital at-Running M.” 

“How’s Frank Dalmar?” 

"Minus tivo .45 slugs and a lot of blood. Which leaves him 


1 bit puny." 

"I got some questions I’d like to ask him, Doc. How soon 
can I talk to him?” 

“Any time he’s awake. When I left he was sleeping, svith 
Sue Vincent holding his hand. Between her and Mandy Madi- 
son, I got me a couple of mighty good amateur nurses. I hope 
they’re still available when I have to go to work on you.” 

“Well nowl” charged Asbell drily. 'Tou sme are a fine, 
comforting fellow to have around." 

"I’m a realist,” declared Doc. “A realist who is long over- 
due at his ofiice. If I don’t show up there pretty soon, some 
of my old regulars, like Mrs. Hosmer with her aches and 
pains and Tim Deale with his stomach misery, ndll be hunt- 
ing professional advice and sympathy elsewhere, CiddapI” 
Doc knocked off the brake and urged his team to move- 
ment. 


ItVhen. Xiink Asbell rode m at Runnmg M, Sue Vincent was 
i standing at the door of the bunkhouse. At sight of him she 
exclaimed and came a little way toward him, then paused 
! watching him, her eyes big and dark, a shadmv o? strand 
' from her face. Asbell stepped from his caddis. 

What IS it, Sue. Don’t tell me Frank has-r 
, She shook her head quickly, drew a deep Wtm 



How much he s willing to tell, to me and to Sheriff Hatfield. ’ 

■ She thouglit about this, then slowly nodded. 

“It is the right thing, of course. Bringing in Sheriff Hat- 
field’s office to handle things, I mean. But what you want of 
Frank is rather awful, too. Asking him— expecting him to 
turn against his own father.” 

“It is,” agreed Asbell. “My feeling though, is that he’s 
already turned. It can be a pretty brutal world for some of us. 
Sue.” 

In renewed silence they moved on through a simdown 
world which soon became one of steadily deepening dusk, 
and afterward, when they rode in at Big Five they found 
Hughie Logan and Dutch Stauber waiting by tire corrals, 
openly anxious. 

“High time you showed up. Mister Asbell,” said Hughie in 
gruff but plainly relieved sarcasm. “You tell others where to 
be and what to do and when to be back, but leave everybody 
up in the air over your own doings. I’m beginning to wonder 
if you’re worth worryin’ about,” 

“Now— nowl” Asbell drawled. “It’s just that I’ve been 
busy. I got plenty to worry about, myself. Among other 
things— your worthless hides.” 

Sue understood the feelings of these men, one for the 
other, rmder their half serious, half bantering words, and a 
glimmer of moisture shone in her eyes as her glance ran over 
them. 

"You’re all wonderful,” she said shakily. Tlien she was 
qm'ckly out of her saddle and running to the kitchen door 
and into the cheery lamp-glow of the room beyond. Here 
Rosa Diaz moved among the fragrant vapors of her cooking. 
She looked at Sue with some uncertainty, then, glimpsing 
what was in Sue’s eyes, opened wide her generous arms, 
“Nanita miol” she gulped. 

Sue hugged her, mingling a few tears with some bv(;iilhl(!!i!i 
endearments. Afterward, wiping her eyes, .she exclaimed! 

"If ever I’m cross widi you ag.ain, Rosa— may I bo Iimsc- 
. whipped! Now L want loads of hot vviiter for a lialli, loal 
then supper right here in oiu own kitcliim.” 
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atigue might drain out and ease replace it. It had been an- 
)ther long and momentous day, and nOw, for tlie first time, lie 
nade careful reflection of the grimniest part of it, his shoot- 
lut with Wiley Goss. 

Concerning the affair he knew a strange sense of objective 
Ictachment. For the violence had been, quick and savage, 
ivitli a man reacting more by instinct than by conscious 
bought— the instinct for personal survival. There had been ' 
ao time to consider it before hand, no chance to assess the 
possibilities or probabilities of such a meeting. It was some- • 
tiling that had literally exploded in his face, and he had in- 
stinctively killed to keep from being killed. 

Now, as he rebuilt in his mind those few wild moments 
and considered their deadly result, he wondered if he should 
know any real feeling of regret or depression. And had to 
admit he did not. Maybe this was so because he had never 
viewed life from any other angle than one of hard reality. 
Things were, or they were not. Things happened, or they 
did not. And a man had to do what his own personal code 
of behavior called for. 

If he accepted a responsibility, then he did what he had 
to' do to live up to it and make it work. Maybe, Asbell mused, 
if Wiley Goss had possessed even one redeeming trait he 
might know some slight regret. But Goss was a two-legged 
animal, a conscienceless, cruel, dry-gulching killer, and in 
wiping him out it was as though he had merely stamped on 
die head of a rattlesnake. So, unalterably honest with him- 
self, Asbell had to admit now to only a feeling of relief that 
Goss was dead. 

He smoked one cigarette to ash and was building another 
when the inner door of the office opened and Sue Vincent 
came in. She was spick and span in fresh blouse and divided 
skirt and her hair hung loose and soft over her shoulders 
while she brushed the. dampness of her bath from the edges 
of it. Her cheeks were clear, her eyes soft and rested. 

Had any sligluest twinge of remorse been in Link Asbell 
oyer tlic killing of Wiley Goss, it would have left him at tbs 
moment. For his every act was in the interests of this slim, 
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At Running M, sound of their approach brought Pearly 
Grimes out of a pocket of deep shadow by the corrals. Pearly 
had a Winchester across his' arm and he indicated direction 
with the gun while giving brief explanation. ^ . j. • 

“Heard a horse blow out yonder a while ago. I m mmdin 
what you said, Link. Throw a shot at aiiybody who don’t look 
right. So I been listenin’ and watchin’.” 

“Quite right, Pearly,” Asbell approved. He stood high in his 
stirrups for a moment, searching the night. But the dark-* 
ness told nothing, so he stepped down and moved over to the 
bunkhouse with Sue, Rupe Hahn met them at the door. 


“How is he, Rupe?” murmured Sue. 

“StiU sleeping, ma’am,” Rupe answered. 

The lamp on the bunkhouse table had been turned down. 
Sue lengthened the wick to a brighter glow, then moved to the 
bunk where Frank Dalmar lay. She leaned over and laid a 
hand on his forehead, while a brooding gentleness softened 
all her- features. Watching, a gusting disturbance swept 
through Link Asbell and he turned to the open door, a thread 
of harshness running through his words. 

‘Xooks like he’s set for the ni^t. I’ll be back tomorrow 
,td hear what he has to say for himself.” 


He Avas swiftly into the night, then, and across it to his 
horse and once again in the saddle. Old Pearly Grimes’ pa- 
tient tone came to him through the dark. 

“Ride smart, boy. There ain’t no teUin’, any more,” 

No, thought Asbell a little savagely, putting his horse to the 
town trail—there was no telling. Particularly where the 
vagaries of a woman’s mind and heart were concerned. 

He couldn t get rid of the vision of the brooding gentleness 
that had shown on Sue Vincent’s face when she leaned over 
Frank Dalmar. , . . 


'Well back in the dark from Running M headquarters, Jonas 
Dalmar had sat gaunt and hunched in his saddle, glance fixed 
on the lights of the ranch. He had been considerably closer 
not long before, close enough to clearly mark the different 
Items of activity going on 'about the place. Such as Mandy 
Madison showing against the light of the onen door .1,1 
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ranchhouse, tilien showing again at the bunkhouse door and 
going in tliere for a little time before returning to the ranch- 
house. 

Obviously, she had not gone into the bunkhouse because 
her husband was in there. Nels Madison would be in his own 
bed, in the main ranchhouse. But another wormded man could 
be in the bunkhouse. Frank could be in there. How badly 
hurt, Jonas Dalmar had no idea. He could only go on what 
Link Asbell had said when delivering the body of Wiley Goss 
to Double Diamond. Then, Asbell had said that Frank was 
doing all right. 

Actually, it was not the seriousness of Frank’s wounds that 
concerned Jonas Dalmar so much as it was what Frank could 
have told, and what he might still tell. But how to handle that 
concern? 

The only certain way was to get Frank home. Either that 
or close his moutli b}' grimmer means. Right now, however, 
Dalmar knew neither course was possible. For, while closer 
in a little ago, some foreign scent had reached bis horse 
through the night and caused the animal to blow sharply. 
,, Immediately after, Pearly Grimes had stepped from the bunk- 
'i house, a rifle in his hand. Whereupon, Jonas Dalmar bad 
prudently reined away to tliis more distant spot, knowing 
renewed frustration. Plainly, Rimning M was alert and on 
guard. 

Now, as he watched and wondered, Dalmar heard Ae faint 
tempo of hoofs across the earth, coming in from the north and 
east. A little later, in that pale yellow lamp glow at the bunk- 
house door, he saw still another feminine figure, with a tall 
rider beside her. Recognition was instinctive as well as visual . 

The Vincent girl-and Link Asbelll . 

If, before, Jonas Dalmar had entertained any slightest un- 
certainty as to his son’s whereabouts, such no longer existed. 
Previously viewed activit>' about the Running M bunkhouse, 
and now the arrival of Sue Vincent and Link Asbell, con- 
firmed F rank’s presence beyond reasonable doubt.' ’ ■ 

Carrying no other satisfaction tlian this wth him, Jon.is 
Dalmar reined about and headed back to Double Diamond. , 



'ouH MEX BODE the plain this night, and with them rode their 

nscrutahle destinies. ^ 

Sage Wingo had carried Jonas Dalmar s order to the 
jrew on the back range, only because the word exactly suited 
liis purpose. For it was virtual guarantee that none of the 
a-evr would show up at the ranch unexpectedly and so inter- 
[ere v/ith his plans. There had been some grumbling over the 
order, but an order it was, and so would be obeyed. With 
this fact established, Wingo returned to headquarters. 

Coming in on the place through the darkness, he held his 
horse to a wall:, for he hoped, if possible, to accomplish by 
stealth what he was about. However, should force or ruthless 
action be needed, they would be used. For his mind was 
made up on two points. This night he was leaving Double 
Diamond for good, and the contents of a certain canvas sack 
were going with him. 

The ranch was quiet, the only light visible being in the 
cookshack, signifying that Joe Orr, the cook, was on hand. 
VkTiich offered small cause for worry, as Joe Orr had slight 
interest in anything that went on about the ranch outside the 
limits of his immediate domain, the cookshack and the cubby 
in back, where he slept. 

From talk he d heard between Jonas Dalmar and Bardo 
Sampson earlier in the day, after Link Asbell and Tom Grant 
had paid grim visit to Double Diamond rvith the bodv 
Wiley Goss, it was Sage Wingo s feeling that both were crr- 
Mdermg business of some sort that would tal:e them aww 
from headquarters during the night. If this b“ -o 
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what he was intent on would be simple enough. He would 
handle matters so silently and qvuckly, no one would even 
'know he’d returned here, and loss of the money could go un- 
noticed for days. And when the loss was found out, who 
actually would have proof of what? 

Wingo left his horse at the far edge of the corrals and came 
in on foot, carefully prowling, keening the night wdth every 
straining sense. All was still, all empty, except for that light 
in the cookshack. The shadowy outline of the buckboard 
Jonas Dalmar drove most of the time when moving about the 
range, stood in its accustomed place at the end of the saddle 
shed. But, Wingo knew, tliere were times when Dalmar still 
took to the saddle, and on a hunch, he checked on this. He 
slipped into the saddle shed, struck a match, and by this brief 
flicker of light, looked over tlie racks. Both Jonas Dalmar’s 
and Bardo Sampson’s saddles were gone. 

Wingo pinched out the match and headed boldly across the 
interval to the ranchhouse. There wasn’t, he exulted, a thing 
to worry about. In another fifteen minutes he’d be on his way, 
set for a long ride and a prosperous one. 

From an opposite angle, a second rider closed in on Double 
, Diamond, tight-held in the grip of wncked temper. It had al- 
ways been Jonas Dalmar’s belief, his code for smrvdval, that if 
you applied purpose and rutldess action in proper proportion 
to any problem, then you must ineritably succeed. Which had 
been his feeling about tliis range coup he’d so long planned 
on. 

It seemed, however, that there were various imponderables 
that could loom up when least expected, and so retard, if not 
completely upset the most carefully considered plan. Mainly,- 
he decided morosely, this was because you could never fully 
control the actions and minds of others. Somehow, other men 
never completely fulfilled the parts assigned to them. And 
you could never fully know any other mind but your orvn. 

Not even the mind of your own son. And if a man couldn’t 
count on the support of his o^vn son, what could he count on? 

Considering these things as he rode, Jonas Dalmar now 
realized where he had made his greatest mistake. Tliis thing 


he was now attempting, this dream of range congest -was 
something he should have gone at thirty years or better ago. 
Back, when the juices of the good, vigorous years stifl xsn ; 
strongly in him. Back when he could have done for himse-i . 
the several things he now had to depend on others to do. 

What matter if Mike Vincent had been alive, then? The 
same ruthless purpose he was now committed to, would have- 
handled Vincent. A rifle shot from cover wotdd have been just 
as deadly then, as now. Yes, he should have struck when his 
arm was young and strong, not when the weight of age was on 
it, as now. 

But always in his makeup was an angle of behavior he f^d' 
liked to believe was his greatest strength— the ability to 
scheme, to out-guess the other fellow, along with the patience 
to do these things, whether it be in a poker game or in any of 
life’s more serious conflicts. Now he grudgingly wondered if 
what he had considered as strength, wasn’t really weakness? 

A time or two in the past, when some inkling of this had 
tugged at his thinking, he had branded his sly footing around 
as sensible caution. Tonight, however, in the most honest 
period of self-scrutiny he’d ever indulged in, he questioned 
himself more ruthlessly. ■ 

Where did honest caution leave off and fear begin? 

The question lay in his mind as the bitterness of bfle might 
in the throat. For it was a question which led inevitably to 
another. 

How long did a man have to live to discover that he was 
basically a bully and a coward? Was his habit of biting sar- 
casm; the ever-ready venom of his tongue, merely a shield 
he’d built up across the years to cover up such weaknesses? 

Lost in such dismal thoughts, Jonas Dalmar came in on 
headquarters at a shuffling jog, and was swinging past the 
ranchhouse to the corrals when he heard the soft jar of a clos- 
ing door. K 


Dalmar hauled sharply up. Someone had either just goni 
into, or come out of the ranchhouse. Who would it be? No 
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peared, letting go another muSed yelL tks crie tailing og into 

scared profanity. ^ ^ ^ 

Sage Wingo came off the porca snn pzz 

huddled down there in the esrffis nlEdEnsss. ^e no 
attention to the riderless horse snorting nnd rnninj. 4^ 
nearby dark, but circled the corrals to where hs norse 
waited. He stuffed the sack of money into his saddlebag^ 
buckled these securely, then went into the saddle and wheeien 
away, putting his horse to a nm. 

He held to this for only a little distance, however, as reali- 
zation came that things were still all right, still all in his 
favor. What if he had killed Jonas Dalmar? The damned old 
pirate had long needed killing! And who could say that it 
was Sage Wingo who had pulled the fatal trigger? 

No lirang man saw him, or heard his voice. And who could 
say but what Jonas Dalmar bad died in retaliation for the 
killing of Packy Lane and the wounding of Nels Madison? 
Yes, who indeed could say that someone on the other side of 
the fence had not thus evened matters? 

The more he thought of it, the more securely convinced 
Sage Wingo became that he had nothing to worry about 
There was no need of riding back trails, of dodging anyone, 
of riding fast and far. He could take his time, go. and come 
as he pleased. Because no one could point a finger at hfm with 
proof. 


Out of the surly, dark, close-held depths’ of the man came 
a surge of emotion, strange and stimulating. It pulled him up, 
quickened him, made him feel big and powerful For, he 
bad long taken harsh thrown orders from Jonas Dalmar, had 
endured the biting sarcasm and venom of that bitter tongue, 
and been servile to that unrelenting, searing domination. But 
no longer would this be so. 


_ Now, Jonas Dalmar wns dead. And it bad been such ; 
simple thing. Just a single, carefully thrown bullet And whei 
that bullet struck, the slave was no longer the slave, but tii 
master. Yes, Jonas Dalmar was dead, while be. Sage Winsc 

TOs abve, wA a lot of solid money riding in his saddleba|i 
Ana no one me \viser! ® 
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The whole thing, decided Wingo, was like a long due.pay- 
off. Like a toting up, a balancing of one side against the other. 
Which was another good thought. For it left a man free to 
ride without feeling he’d left an unpaid debt behind— a debt 
of vengeance, or of getting even. Which was a good .way to - 
leave a range. For if a man left with things odierwise, if he 
left before he was even-up with ever>'one, then always would 
there ride with him a nagging realization of things unfinished. 

This line of thought, while it had first brought an exultant 
satisfaction, now led to a realization which dulled somewhat 
the fine edge of Wingo ’s buoyant mood. For if he were to 
head directly out of this part of the country tonight, he’d 
certainly leave behind a big debt of unpaid vengeance. The 
one he owed Link Asbell! 

It was a debt of long amassing, starting the first time he 
and Asbell met, when they looked each other up and doivn, 
formed their opinions, made their judgments. In Asbell’s eyes 
he had seen the forming of a strong and scathing distaste. 
And from that moment the smoldering coals of dislike and 
animosity had burned in Sage Wingo. 

Nothing that had happened since had in any way lessened 
that fire of enmitv’- fust the opposite was true. That first dis- 
like had long since become a solid, enduring hatred, a hatred 
particularly virulent since tlie night in Ben Dillon’s Imperial 
bar not so long ago, when Asbell had beat him savagely, man 
to man. 

Added to this were the happenings back at Double Dia- „ 
mond headquarters, earlier this day. Caught between Asbell 
and Tom Grant, he had had to surrender his rifie, and then 
been forced to watch Asbell lever the weapon empty into the 
watering trough, and, as a final insulting gesture, drop the 
gun into die trough after the cartridges. 

So. at this moment. Sage Wingo knew the conviction that ' 
no matter where he rode, or how far, he’d never be free of 
a nagging discontent unless he settled his debt of hate ivith 
Link Asbell. However, it was something that shaped up as far 
from easy, and he had to think on it carefully, figuring bow 
and when. 
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He always thou^t better on such things with, a shot or two 
of whiskey under his belt, so, where he’d been riding directly 
west, intent on hitting the Oakdale freight and stage road 
several, miles south of town, he now reined north and west,- 
where-the lights of to\vn were distant yellow pinpoints in the 
night 

Coming into town from Running M, Link Asbell rode down 
Center Street to the Prairie House, where he dismounted and' 
tied. As he climbed to the porch, two things reached him. A • 
whiff of pipe smoke and drawling, faintly amused comment 
by Husk Greeley. 

“Evenin’, Link. Don’t tell me you’re another one come to • 
inquire Charley Tuimison’s health?” 

Asbell paused, peering along the porch to where Husk, in 
an old rocking chair, was a faintly stirring bulk in the gloom, 

“What gives you that idea. Husk?” 

Husk’s amusement ran into a dry chuckle.' 

"Well, it’s like this. Supper time is long past, and ri^t 
now there ain’t nobody in the hotel outside our eminent law- 
yer who "might interest you. Call it deduction, and there you 
are.” 

"You’re the smart one,” Asbell applauded. 'Trom the way 
-you spoke, somebody else has already been in to see him.” 

"Was,” Husk nodded, puffing audibly, lips smacking faintly 
about the stem of his pipe. “Bardo Sampson. He left, just a 
little ago. Guess his visit wasn’t no ways pleasant, for some 
reason. When he came out he like to stamped his boot heels 
through my floor. Just like Jonas Dahnar did when he was in 
the other day. Dalmar was madder than a hornet.” 

AsheU considered thoughtfully, while spinning up a smoke, 
do you suppose a visit with Txmnison makes people 

madr 

Now I wouldn’t know,” Husk said. “But from what I hear, 
this whole cussed range is getting kind of wringy. For all I 
know, Tunnison’s mad, and it’s ketchin’.” 

If he is and .it is. I’ll try and fight clear. What room?” 
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"Seven,” informed Husk. "You want to go ■ soollie his 
fevered brow— fly to it!” 

About to move into the hotel, Asbell had another thought. 

"Where did Bardo Sampson go after he left here?” ' ,■ 

"Up street somewhere. Might have stopped in the Im- . 
perial.” 

When Asbell knocked on the door of Room Seven, the first 
response was a considerable period of silence. Finally, after 
a second knock, Charley Tunnison answered, a definite note 
of wariness in his voice. 

“Who is it?” 

Asbell told him. and was summoned in, in a tone which, 
if not exactly cordial, was at least somewhat relieved. 

Tunnison was propped up in bed, the lamp on the bedside, 
table tlirowing a muted vellow radiance. The lawyer spoke 
past his face-mufflmg bairdages, faint sarcasm threading his 
words. 

‘This siuprises me, .A.sbell. I didn’t think you cared a' 
damn.” 

“I don’t,” retunred .\sbeU bluntly. "In fact, I liked the 
idea of Frank Dalmar clouting you. And while I’m about it 
I may as well tell \ou that from here on out, there is no 
welcome for you at Big Five.” .' 

The l.iwyer’s shadowed exes burned. 

"\’ou bothered to come in here to tell me that?” 

“No, but it is something I wanted to get off my chest. What 
I really came to see you about is Doc Jerome’s affidavit on 
the real cause of Packy Lane’s death. I want it.” 

Startled. Tunnison blurted; "You, too?” 

“Yeah, me. ' Then .\sbell caught him up quickly. "Some- 
body else has been after it? Jonas Dalmar and Bardo 
Sampson?” 

Tunnison retreated a little. “They’re interested,” he adroit- • 
ted cautiously. “Of course 1 wouldn’t let tliem have it. It was 
entrusted to my care. So. you’re out of luck, too.” 

'Nol ’ Asbell said curtly. “I’m not out of luck. Doc Jerome 
didn t say Dalmar or Sampson could have it. But he did 
say I could. He told me to see you and get it from you.” 
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“Your saying Doc said that still isn’t authorization 

enough—” . ■ , 

“It’s all, the authorization I need,” Asbell cut in. Toure 
stalling, funnison-and I don’t know why you should. But 
I'm in no mood for stalling. I came for that affidavit and I m 
joing to get it. Where is it?” 

Charley Tunnison’s thoughts, began to race a little franti- 
:ally. Not half an hour ago, BarSo Sampson had been in this- 
oom with the same demand Asbell now made. Ihere had 
jeen no offer of money in return for the affidavit, and when 
•eminded of tliis fact, Bardo had cursed and threatened. 
i¥hereupon, Tunnison had flashed the same gun as he had on 
fonas Dalmar, and drove Bardo from the room rmder the 
luthority of it. 

But what about Asbell? It wouldn’t do, Tunnison knew, to 
hrow a gun on him. That would be playing the hand all 
vrong. The tug-of-war he'd been having with Jonas Dalmar 
md Bardo Sampson was one thing. Faced as he was now with 
jink Asbell’s flat demand, was something else again. Which 
vay to turn? , 

It was the instinct for politics in Charley Tunnison, to, if 
Jossible, always identify himself with the side which he fig- 
ued carried the most weight. He knew exactly what Dalmar 
ind Sampson intended, the full import and scope of their 
cheming. He knew how far that scheme had advanced, what 
rrevocable steps had already been taken. But the final issue 
vas far from settled. 

Earlier, along with the lawyers supper. Husk Greeley had 
>rought word of Frank Dalmar’s clash with Wiley Goss, of 
jOss getting lead into Frank, and then being himself shot to 
leath by Link Asbell. These facts. Husk Greeley had said, 
ip d gotten from Doc Jerome. And, concluded Tunnison now, 
hey were facts to throw an altering light on things. That 
.'rank Dalmar and Wiley Goss had gone to the gun, one 
igainst the otirer, suggested all was not what it might be in- 
id(j“DoubIe Diamond. And any outfit, fighting vwthin its own 
anks, was hardly the soundest bet in the world. 

On tire other hand, tire lengthening shadow of Link Asbell 
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ing shoulder along the way, I’ll loan you mine. That is, unless 
you want to give me the keys to the office and the safe. In 
which case you can staj^ in bed and feel sorrj- for yourself." 

Tile harsh, relentless pressure of Asbell’s words and pur- 
pose, stirred up a flare of anger in Tunnison. 

'^Vhat'kind of a damned Indian are you, anyhow? Haven’t 
you any regard at all for a man’s condition? Can’t you wait 
until tomoiTow? I’m still shaky as hell." 

“I .said I’d loan you my shoulder," Asbcll told him re- 
morselessly. "It’s no great distance to your office. And no, I 
can t wait until tomorrow. The affidavit might disappear by 
that time, what witli so many interested in it. And while Doc 
Jerome could aJwa)’s swear to another one, it wouldn't cairy 
quite tlie same autliority as the voluntary one he made out 
the first dme. As for the kind of Indian I am, well-somebody 
else started diis thing, using damn rough rules. I'm going to 
finish it, using rougher ones, if tliat’s tlic way it has to be. 
Get into some clotliesl" 

Sage Wingo reached towm along Cross Street, turning into 
Center. As he did so he saw a light come on in Charley Tunni- 
son’s law office, and tlien two men move p.ast that light into 
some further comer of tlie office. Recognition shuck instantly. 
One of tliose men was Link Asbcll! 

^^h‘ngo had intended riding directl)’ along to the Imperial. 
Now he hauled sharply up, twisting in his saddle as he tested 
the run of tlie starlit street. A few lights here .and there. A 
saddle mount at tlie Prairie House hitch rack, anotlier at the 
rail in front of tlie Imperial. Some granger’s team and spring 
wagon stood in front of Henderson s store. Aside from these 
tlie toivu w.as empty and quiet. 

At Wingo’s right, an alley ran back between tavo darkened 
buildings, tlie mouth of it black with shadow. Into this he 
swung his horse, but after a little way.he stepped down and 
ground reined the animal. After which, drawing his gun, he 
prowled back to the alley inouUi, glance intent on that lighteel 
office window yonder. 

W'itli b}c.ak puqiose he estimated Oic dist.uice. Maybe 
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was now spreading all across' the picture. How much en- 
during substance did that shadow hold? 

Charley Tunnison had never cared particularly for Link 
Asbell, mainly because he saw him as an obstacle in the path 
of his own secret schemes and ambitions. Such as some day - 
getting his hands on all that was Big Five, including the 
vibrant, lovely girl who owned the ranch. 

There was,' in Link Asbell, Tunnison grudgingly admitted, 
much of the same kind of fiber that had made Mike Vincent 
such a tower of range influence in the past. The same hard- 
headed adherence to facts, the same blunt way of stating 
them, and the same basic, hard-cored toughness of mind and 
spirit to face any fight or any odds, hard fisted and unafraid. 
And these factors made any possessor of such a rough propo- 
sition to bet against. 

Who made Big Five go, these days? Link Asbell. 'Who 
made Double Diamond go? Jonas Dahnar. But Jonas Dalmar 
was well along in years, and dependent on others to handle 
the rough chores. And Link Asbell was a young man, per- 
fectly capable of handling those rough chores himself, as he 
had already proven in his clash with Wfley Goss. 

■y. Grudgingly, Charley Tunnison recognized the inevitable. 
•'-Gone now any chance of milking a thousand or two from 
Jonas Dalmar and Bardo Sampson through the double-edged 
deal he’d figured on. There was one consoling thought, how- 
ever. Or rather, two of them. What a man had never ac- 
tually possessed, he never actually missed. And tliere was stiU 
time for the controlling factors in the Big Five and Double 
Diamond clash to destroy each other, and so leave the gate 
open for gain, later on. In the meantime and for the mo- . 
ment, it would seem that Big Five carried the weight. So tlie 
smart thing was to go along. 

“The afiidavit,” Tunnison said, "is in the safe, over in my 
office. If you want it, you’ll have to wait until I’m well 
enough to go there and open the safe.” 

'"You’re well enough now,” Asbell said, “You can see, and '■ 
there’s nothing wrong with your hands, which are what you 
open the safe with. Get some clothes on. If you need a steady- 
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ing shoulder along tlio way. 111 loan you mine. Thai is, unless 
you want to give me tlic keys to the office and the safe. In 
wliich ca.so you can staj- in bed and feel sorn' for yourself.” 

The harsh, relentless pre.ssure of Asbell’s words and pur- 
pose, stirred up a flare of anger in Tunnison. 

“Wiafkind of a damned Indian are you, anyhow? Haven't 
you any regard at all for a man’s condition? Can’t you M'ait 
. luitil tomorrow? I’m still shaky as heU." 

“I said I’d loan you my .shoulder,” A.sbell told him re- 
morselessly. “It’s no great distance to your office. And no, I 
cjin't wait until tomorrow. The affidavit might disappear by 
that time, what witli so many interested in it. And while Doc 
Jerome could always swear to another one, it wouldn’t caiT>' 
quite the same autljority as the voluntary one he made out 
tlie first time. As for the kind of Indian I am, well— somebody 
else started this thing, using damn rough ndcs. I’m going to 
finish it, using rougher ones, if lliat’s the way it hits to be. 
Get into some dotlicsl" 


Sage Wingo reached toum along Cross Street, turning into 
Center. As he did so he saw a light come on in Charley Tunni- 
son’s law office, and tlicn two men move p.ast that light into 
some further comer of the office. Recognition stnick inst.antly. 
One of tliose men w.as Link Asbelll 

Wingo had intended riding directly along In the Imperial. 
Now he hauled sharply up, twisting in his saddle as he tesU^ 
the run of tlic St.nrlit street. A few lights hero and tliere. A 
saddle mount at the Prairie House hitch racl., another at the 
rail in front of tlie Imperial. Some granger’s team and spring 
wagon stood in front of Henden-^on’s store. Aside from f?., .o. 
tlic toum was empt>’ and quiet. ^ 



twenty-five yards, no more. Not too far if a man pulled down 
carefully on a target limned against the light. This could be 
just like out at Double Diamond. A single careful shot, then 
into his saddle and out the Ijack of the alley into tlie far night, 
with all debts evened and paid! 

Wingo drew back the hammer of his gun, stood taut and 
ready. 

In the Imperial, Bardo Sampson had taken on several 
drinks, sour and sullen in mood, rankling over what had 
happened in Charley Tunnison’s hotel room. He had, as Jonas 
Daknar suggested, tried to get a little rough with Trmnison, 
only to have the lawyer pull a gun from under the bed covers 
and order him out of the room. 

All of which added up to another move that had gone 
wrong. So damn many tilings, Bardo concluded morosely, 
had gone wrong. The range coup he and Jonas Dalmar had 
planned seemed reasonably simple of achievement at the 
time. In practice, however, it had proven anything but simple. 

The first big mistake had been in striking at the Big Five 
line camp up above Rosebud Canyon. That had merely alerted 
Big Five. The smart thing would have been to make certain 
of Link Asbed ahead of everything else. Because it was plain, 
and growing more so every passing day, that Asbell covdd be 
the stumbling block to spoil everything. Not only was he a 
tough one in his own right, but he had the gift of rallying 
others around him, as was proven this day when Tom Grant 
rode at his side to Double Diamond. 

All along it had been Bardo’s way to let Jonas Dalmar do 
the thinking, the planning. Jonas had always seemed quicker 
in the head than he. But had he proven fundamentally 
smarter? This was a thought Bardo was now turning over 
and over in his mind. By the way things were now shaping 
up, maybe Jonas Dalmar wasn’t as smart as he’d thought him 
to be. Maybe his own big mistake was in first believing it rvas 
that way. In any event, Bardo was low in spirit and uncertain 
in mind. A final drink did not improve matters any, so he 
paid his score across Ben DiUon’s bar, then stepped out into 
the night 
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In Charley Tunnison’s office tlie lawyer crouched down on 
me knee as he unlocked his safe, an old fashioned, heavily 
iveted one. Link Asbeil stood beside him, watching. The 
awyer selected the affidavit from h bundle of .several other 
lapers, closed and rclocked the safe and stood up. 

‘TIcre it is,” he said. And, now tliat he had decided he 
nust accept the inevitable, he tried to inject some cordiality 
nto his tone, ‘‘You know, A.sbell, I’m half inclined to Ll)ank 
'ou for getting me out of bed. Damned if J don’t fee] the 
jetter for it.” 

Asbeil did not answer, just stepped closer to the lamp on 
riuinison's desk, where he unfoldtni tlie paper and began 
ending it. 

Over across tlie street, when he saw Asbell's figure loom 
all and still against tlie light beyond tlie office window, Sage 
rVingo knew cold exultation and settled liis gun in line for 
hat careful shot 

And in the office, Charley Tvnnison started to circle around 
Vsbell and get behind die desk. 

Several sounds came to Link Asbeil in swift sequence. 
Almost as one w'as tlie tinkle of broken window glass and the 
nuffled tliud of a bullet striking living flc.sh. Outside, {pm 
eport rocketed along the street, ^^dlilc here, close beside him, 
Dharley Tunnison gasped, mumbled some sort of fading inco- 
lerenc)', tlien collapsed to die floor. 

Reaction came to Link A.sbcll on the instant. In a single 
ong leap he was at the office door, had it open and was 
hrough it into night’s sheltering blackness, barely ahead of a 
ccond slug which hammered a door post only inches behind 
lis dodging shoulders. 
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along the front of the building. From the alley, a second shot 
blared. 

Brief as had been Iris glimpse of tlie dodging figure, Bardo 
recognized Link Asbell. And now, from tliat far wall .shadow, 
a gun spiked the night with pale flame and flung the shout of 
its report rocketing across die rooftops of tlie town. From the 
alley came a third shot, and from the far shadows a second 
one. 

Bardo had no idea who was in llie alley, and he didn’t 
particularly care. All he could think of was tliat if, between 
die odier fellow and himself, djcy could lay Link A.sbell dead 
in diis street, diis night, dien a major obstacle would have 
been removed from die trail of Double Diamond’s range 
desires. So, widi die thought, Bardo bought in, dirowing a 
shot at where Asbell’s gun had flared. 

The bullet struck where Asbell had been, but w.os no long- 
er. For he was on die move, low crouched and shifting to 
his right. And in Iiim a gray and merciless anger piled ever 
higher and higher. 

Might God forever damn these sneaking killers who shot 
men from ambush, as they had old Packy Lanel Or in the 
back, as they had Ncls Madison. Or from outer dark into a 
lighted room, like just now. Asbell knew that slug h.ad been 
intended for him, not Charley TunnLson. It w.as just that 
Tunnison had, at a fateful second, stepped between him and 
die window. 

Now Charley Tunnison was dead. Somehow, Asbell v.-as 
certain of this. And whatever the lawyer’s shortcomings, he 
did not deserve to die" diat w.ay, not by a Ircaclicrous bullet 

from the dark. , . , „ 

There was, it seemed, a pair of the sneaking killers on tlic 
loose. The first two shots had come from the .alley by Tim 
Dcalc’s butclier shop, but the tliird came from fiirtlier up 
street toward tlic Imperial. And now, caught against the dull 
glow of die Imperial’s window.s, Asbell glimpsed the liead and 
shoulders of a man, a man who was definitely trjahg to kill 

He laid his gun in line with dial liostile 
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street, wondering at the shooting and the cause for it. Just 
past the end of his hitch rack, he tripped over a sprawled and 
motionless figure. Down on one knee he scratched a match, 
and by its small flare, had his look. He swore in short, star- 
tled wonder. For he was looking into the dead face of Bardo 
Sampson. 


Out at Running M headquarters the .sunlight of a new day 
sprayed its bright cheer tlirough uandow and open door. In 
the ranchhouse kitchen, Afandy Madison and Sue Vincent 
were combining forces in cooking, with Mandy wondering 
aloud if they dared feed Frank Dalmar some of the gruel 
she’d prepared for Nels, her husband. 

The skirl of wheels and tliump of trotUng hoofs took Sue to 
the window. 

"It’s Doc Jerome,” she announced. ‘He’ll answer your 
question, Mandy.” 

When he came quietly into tlie kitchen, and just ns quietly 
accepted a cup of coffee from Mandy, Sue lliought she'd never 
seen Doc so sober and contained as now. U.sually, he was the 
soul of bouncy’ chcerincss, but not this morning. Premonition 
stole through Sue, and she fixed Doc witli a straight, searching 
glance. 

“There’s been more trouble. Doctor? Somctliing else has 
happened?” 

Doc nodded, drained his cup and put if on the table. 

“Plenty' has happened,” he said, slowly grave. “A very 
savage night in toum.” 

A great terror lashed through Sue. 

“Link!” she c.xclaimed. "Oh, Doctor-not Link-?” 

“No,” Doc s.aid gently, "not Link. He’s all right. At Ica'-‘ 
he is, phy’sicallv. In mind and spirit, I couldn t s.iy . I v o 
think he was bound to be badly bniised there, after go 
through what he did. But I may as well tell you all of it, 
it is the sort of thing best got over qu'ckjy." 

So then he did tell them. He told of the der 
that had stalked the street of Gnrr’-— ’ ' ‘ - 

Told of how Charley Tunnjson wa 



182 TOUGH SADDLE 

by a bullet intended for Link Asbell’s life, and told of bow 
Bardo Sampson and Sage Wingo, in trying, desperately, for 
Asbell’s life, ended up dying themselves. And finally, he told-, 
of how, while Garrison town was still in wild uproar over 
these grim facts, Joe Orr, Ore cook at Double Diamond, had 
ridden a foaming horse into town with the word that Jonas 
Dalmar lay dead out at Double Diamond, -victim of the bullet 
of some unknown killer. 

“Unknown, that is, until a later development turned up,” 
Doc ended. “Vt^ngo’s horse, after spooking out of the alley, , 
ended up hunting company at Jigger Henley’s livery corraL - 
Jigger discovered the animal and got the hunch to look . 
through Wingo’s saddlebags. In one of them he found a 
certain sack of money. Joe Orr recognized the sack. He said 
that more than once he’d seen Jonas Dalmar paying crew 
wages out of it.” 

“Then,” said Mandy Madison, “it was Wingo who— who— ” 

“Hardly any doubt of it,” Doc said. “He killed Jonas 
Dalmar, all right. How’s Frank this morning? He awake?” 

“Yes,” Mandy nodded. “And 1 was wondering if we should 
feed him a little of the gruel I have for Nels?” ■ , 

“I should tliink so,” Doc said. "With the bad news he's got 

h'sten to, a little nourishment might help to offset it. Though 
over tlie long haul, he’ll probably realize it has all been for 
' the best. Ilis fjither and Bardo Sampson were bound to start 
this bouble, and tlrey've both paid the penalty. I don’t believe 
Frank ever wanted any part of it. Well, now for a look at Nels. 
Then we'll take care of Frank." . . 

Sue Vincent, listening to tire bleak story as it unfolded, 
had moved to the kitchen window, stood staring out of it a 
little blindly, shocked and numbed by tlie grim portent of' 
it all. 

Dead men—dead men—! 

All that Link Asbell had made prophecy of had happened, 
it seemed. And further back were the words of her; fatlicr, 
grina old Mike Vincent, voicing in substance the same ending 
of a thing spa-wned in the depths of envy and hate and greed. 
Life, with its mevitable brutalities— I 
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She himed and questioned tautly. 

"Is Link still in town. Doctor?” 

. Doc shook his head. "I thought I might find him here, for 
he headed up this way. He probably went right on along to 
Big Five.” 

Sue looked at Mandy Madison. “If I left for a while, would 
you mind?” ... 

Deeply kind, supremely wise, Mandy answered warmly. 

“My dear, of course I don’t mind. I once heard my Nels 
say tliat when tire chips were down. Link Asbell sat a mighty 
tough saddle. Be tliat as it may, the man’s mortal, and right 
now he’ll be needing understanding, Sue girl. So you run 
right along." 

She rode at a reaching, distance-eating lope. Never, she 
thought, had she seen a fairer day. The sun was faultlessly 
bright, with the air full of fall’s vitality and crispness. Over 
west, the Saddlebacks pitched solidly up, but they were sof- 
tened and made luring by a blanket of lavender haze. 

She" watched eagerly as Big Five headquarters lifted from 
the plain and grew steadily closer. She saw Asbell’s horse, 
still under saddle, standing by the corrals. She pulled up 
beside tlie buckskin, dismounted and crossed straight to tlie 
ranch office. There, as she had hoped, she foimd him. 

He was slouched far down in his chair, his hat on tlie floor 
beside him. His eyes were sunken, deep shaded, a kind of 
fi.ved inexpressibility holding every facial feature. He had the 
look of a man who had been savagely beaten, but with all the 
bruises inside. 

She stood, looking down at him, and slowly spoke. 

"Doctor Jerome came out to Running M. He told us— all of 
it. Oh, Link— Link— what have you been through?” 

“Helll” he ans\vered tonelessiy. "Maybe you should have 
stayed at Running M. Frank Dalmar— he’s got some tough 
listening ahead of him. His father being killed-and all. 

“Yes,” agreed Sue gravely, “he has that ahead of him. Hut 
I’m not concerned over Frank just now. I’m tliiuking about 
you— and what it has all done to you.” 

His shoulders lifted and fell in a faint shrug. 
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"m get over it. Time vvill talce care of that. Given enough 
time a man can get over a lot of things. Even— even— He 
paused and shook his head. "No,” he went on, murmuring as 
if to himself, “no, there could never be enough time to forget 
the only one who ever cormted.” 

He came to his feet abruptly and spoke with a quick 
roughness. 

“I don’t suppose that makes sense to you?” 

She answered very steadily, very surely. “It makes aU the 
sense I’ll ever want to hear. Oh, Link— I” 

Her mouth was very tender, her eyes deep-shining as she 
e^me straight to him. 

“Frank,” he protested. “I thought that maybe Frank Dal 
mar—?” 

"I know you did,” she cut in quickly. “But he never die 
coimt— that way.” 

“How long,” he asked, a httle later, “have you felt thi 
way?” 

“From the very first. From the day Dad hired you. Oh,, ' 
didn’t realize it then, of course. And not fully until— unti 
this trouble started. Then I knew. Then I knew it had beei 
5 for always. Then I was sure. Link— so very sure!” 

She burrowed a fragrant head against his shoulder. 

• The fixed tautness left him. His face softened and grev 
younger. Last night, and all that it held, was suddenly far, fa 
away. It was like a bad dream, swift fading in the bright 
truthful light of day. 

But this moment was real, and the girl in his arms was real 
and there was, it seemed, glory for a man in the world, afte 
all. 
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